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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
 
Until recently, the complex interaction between land tenure and rights in trees and forests 
has been widely neglected by both research institutions and development agencies. Due to 
predominantly sectoral approaches, rights on agricultural land and forest tenure systems 
have been analysed in an isolated manner. The fact that in many developing countries and 
countries in transition agricultural land tenure, rights in trees and forest tenure systems are 
strongly intertwined and partly overlapping, has often been overlooked. Drawing on intensive 
case studies from Mainland Southeast Asia, this study describes the interdependencies 
between land, tree and forest tenure. A basic problem is seen in the different utility that trees 
and forests have for individuals, different groups within the civil society, and whole nations. 
Consequently, there is a wide spectrum of conflicting individual use rights, common property 
regimes and state control rights that can exist in large landscapes and even on one single 
field. 
 
From all Southeast Asian countries, Thailand and Vietnam are among the worst affected by 
forest destruction to date. In the past, the expansion of agriculture and traditional forms of 
land cultivation, especially slash and burn agriculture by ethnic minorities was seen as the 
main culprit. The complex systems of allocating rights on land, trees and forests within local 
communities were generally disregarded. Policy-makers tried to tackle the presumed open 
access situation in the area of forest resources by formulating new national forest laws, by 
enforcing existing laws and regulations and by declaring protected areas such as national 
parks, wildlife sanctuaries and watershed conservation areas. Traditional, communal tenure 
regimes were increasingly undermined. As a consequence, local communities in northern 
Thailand have developed different strategies to improve tenure security in this situation of 
uncertainty such as the planting of fruit trees, the adoption of technically inappropriate soil 
conservation measures and the instrumentalisation of development projects and NGOs as a 
safeguard against relocation from national parks and protected forest areas. 
 
In contrast to the case of Thailand where the government strongly adheres to the principle of 
state control of forest areas, Vietnam recently initiated a shift from co-operate, state-
controlled systems to the allocation of private use rights on agricultural and forest land. While 
this policy has brought about impressive success stories of reforestation in some areas of the 
lowlands – though linked to a increasingly unequal distribution of reforested lands within the 
village communities – it has been nearly a complete failure in the mountainous regions which 
constitute more than two third of the country’s total land area. One of the main reasons is the 
lack of co-ordination between the General Department of Land Administration which is 
responsible for the allocation of agricultural land use rights and the Forest Administration 
which has the task to distribute forest use rights and issue forest protection contracts. It now 
becomes evident that the sustainable management of primary forests and large tracts of 
secondary forests can not be achieved by the allocation of private use rights and forest 
protection contracts to individuals. Therefore, current land policies in Vietnam have to be 
urgently reconsidered. 
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The analysis of existing concepts of bi- and multilateral development organisations in the 
area of sustainable resource management and forest rehabilitation through communal 
management points to a general dilemma: at the local level, rural people are integrated in 
natural resource management and community forestry activities by applying participatory 
approaches without providing an adequate legal framework for community involvement at the 
national level. National partners often use the concept of “participation” in a manipulative 
way, to achieve pre-formulated objectives in the field of forest regeneration while the focus of 
many target groups on food security and sustaining their livelihoods is largely disregarded. 
 
Main conclusions from the study 
 
Exclusive state control of forests, as it is practised in most Southeast Asian countries, has 
long been proved to be a dead-end street. While most multilateral organisations, following 
the Rio Conventions from 1992, more and more acknowledge forest protection and forest 
use functions by local communities, most of the countries in this region continue to support 
the declaration of national parks and forest reserves without strengthening local participation 
under a consistent legal framework. The management of these areas is still practised without 
participation of forest-dependent people and sometimes even against their very interests. 
National governments are either not able or not willing to politically legitimate the 
participation of local groups in sustainable forest management. 
 
In most Southeast Asian countries, land tenure policy and forest policy is the task of different 
state organisations. In general, there is no co-ordination between these organisations. 
However, de facto at least some parts of many forest protection zones are under cultivation 
by farmers. On the other hand, there is an increasing tendency to plant trees on agricultural 
land as is demonstrated by the multitude of complex agroforestry systems and fruit tree 
plantations throughout the region. Therefore, the sectoral approach is completely out-of-date. 
 
Community forestry approaches are often based on the presumption of a harmonious local 
population which shares a common vision on natural resource management. The 
stratification of local communities by social or economic status, ethnic origin and gender is 
often not taken into account. Those groups whose livelihoods strongly depend on forest 
resources (in Southeast Asia mainly the women) have the least influence on decision-making 
processes and the most insecure access to those resources. Innovative institutional 
arrangements are necessary to involve these groups in decision making processes. 
 
The influence of development co-operation on the design of national forest policies and 
especially the formulation of laws in the areas of tree and forest rights is generally weak. 
Without the provision of a legal basis for community forestry, however, sustainability of this 
approach is highly questionable. Participation of local groups is often fuelled by the hope of 
improving the legal status. In the long run, this hope is too often in vain. Participation can 
only complement and support legal security, but can never be an adequate substitute for it. It 
is necessary to mobilise initiatives and political will to include different stakeholders in the 
formulation of a comprehensive legal framework. 
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Policy recommendations 
 
Apart from purely agriculturally used regions, private ownership rights and individual land use 
rights should be limited to areas that are not critical for water conservation and bio-diversity 
protection and where viable agroforestry systems and small-scale tree plantations for 
production purposes can be established.  A minimum size of the allocated area has to be 
considered to enable small-holders to devote land resources to the planting of trees. The 
reduction or the temporary wave of land taxes during the phase of establishment can be 
considered to create additional incentives. 
 
Exclusively communal systems of forest management can be supported in those areas, 
where the limits of the forest resource are clearly defined and where communities who are 
fairly homogeneous and relatively small depend directly on these resources. Other conditions 
include the existence of commonly accepted rules and regulations, accountability of all 
community members and a slow change of exogenous factors. Otherwise there is a strong 
risk that these communal regimes degrade to open-access systems that are prone to 
overexploitation. 
 
The protection of primary forests and the rehabilitation of large tracts of secondary forests 
are best secured by so called co-management systems or pluralistic approaches. These 
systems assign specific roles, rights and opportunities to different groups and institutions 
(local communities, state agencies and private enterprises) by making use of their respective 
comparative advantages. The degree of ownership and management rights of local 
communities in these systems should be guided by the degree of their dependence on forest 
resources. State organisations would have to give up their role as pure controlling agencies 
and have to become partners and moderators of an open decision-making process. The big 
challenge of those pluralistic systems is to find the right balance between state authority, 
private business interests and local autonomy. 
 
At the national level, the political and legal prerequisites for community forestry and co-
management systems have to be created. National laws have to provide a legal basis for 
forest agencies for the delegation of management rights to local communities and specific 
groups, such as women’s forest management committees. These more pluralistic 
approaches require the abolition of the sectoral approach in land tenure, agricultural and 
forest policies in favour of a holistic approach under participation of all parties involved in the 
wider field of resource tenure. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
 
1.1 Intention and structure of the study 
 
In 1998 the ‚Deutsche Gesellschaft für Technische Zusammenarbeit’ (GTZ), published ‚Land 
Tenure in Development Cooperation – Guiding Principles’. This publication provides 
comprehensive guidelines for staff in development co-operation and policy-makers in the 
field of land policy and rural development. 
 
In order to underline the outstanding importance and complexity of land tenure in rural 
development processes, several studies analysing the dynamics and interdependencies 
between land tenure and related fields, such as water rights and gender relations, have been 
carried out. 
 
This study aims at analysing the various interactions and current dynamics between land 
tenure systems and rights in trees and forests. While partial or sectoral approaches are 
predominant in most of the studies on tenure regimes, it is a major concern of the study to 
provide a more holistic view on the property, use and control rights in land, trees and forests 
and the interdependencies between these rights. The regional focus is on two countries 
(Thailand and Vietnam) belonging to Mainland Southeast Asia and the Greater Mekong Sub-
region. These countries were chosen for two main reasons: first, both countries have 
experienced dramatic losses of forest cover during the last three decades. Second, in trying 
to reverse this trend, Thailand and Vietnam have followed completely different policy 
approaches during the 90s, making the comparison between the two countries extremely 
fruitful for the assessment of future developments and the formulation of resource policies in 
the region. 
 
The major target groups of this study include development practitioners, representatives from 
state agencies and NGOs, and policy-makers in the field of natural resource management. 
Those readers who are not familiar with land, tree and forest tenure issues will get useful 
information by going through the various case studies. Tenure experts might like the details 
on the historical evolution of land, tree and forest policy and their driving forces in the two 
countries. The complexity of the topics of this study strongly suggests to focus on regional 
aspects in order to provide readers with a profound analysis of the issue. However, the 
authors intend to draw more general conclusions from the country studies that should be 
useful for the case of other developing countries as well and therefore address readers 
interested in other regions or countries.  
 
The study is divided into six chapters: following this introduction, Chapter 2 looks into the 
degree and causes of forest destruction on a global and regional scale. In Chapter 3, 
indigenous forms of land, tree and forest management and the mounting pressure on 
community-based resource tenure systems are described and the evolution of current land 
and forest policies in Thailand and Vietnam is extensively analysed. Chapter 4 presents 
various case studies that highlight conflicting interests between state agencies, private 
interests and local communities. The various strategies of the actors to expand their 
influence in the field of resource tenure are analysed drawing on the cases of the northern 
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and north-eastern part of Thailand. The case of Vietnam gives insight in the successes and 
shortcomings of the transition from a centrally planned resource management system to 
largely individualised land, tree and forest tenure regimes. Chapter 5 discusses the 
experiences, concepts and approaches of bi- and multilateral donors as well as local NGOs 
with regard to land, tree and forest tenure. Finally, in Chapter 6 promising options for action 
and intervention in existing land, tree and forest tenure regimes are synthesised by 
presenting a range of policy instruments. 
 
Due to its profound regional focus, the international context could not be discussed in detail. 
However, the present study might serve as an example on how to address these issues. It is 
recommended to complement it by further studies in other major sub-regions which would 
contribute to a more comprehensive overview on the interactions in the wider field of land, 
tree and forest tenure. 
 
 
1.2 Land and tree tenure interactions 
 
Why does the relationship between land tenure and tree tenure matter? All too often, both 
scientists and practitioners in natural resource conservation consider land and tree tenure as 
being identical. The fact that land and trees can be controlled, owned and used distinctly is 
mostly neglected. In some traditional societies, rights in land and rights in trees are 
completely separate. An individual might have the right to use the land for growing annual 
crops, while the whole community is allowed to use the trees on this specific plot. It is 
possible that male descendants of a land owner will inherit the land, while his daughters 
inherit the trees on it (Bruce 1989, Neef 1999). In some cases, rights to land and trees might 
also overlap, for example, when one user group is entitled to harvest fruits from trees, 
another group of users owns the right to the timber of these trees, while the trees are located 
on land owned by another group or an individual. These rights can also vary over time and/or 
space (Agrawal & Ostrom 1999). 
 
The most often cited relationship between land and tree tenure stems from the assumption 
that security of land tenure is needed to provide the motivation for planting slow-maturing 
trees whose benefits accrue to the planter only after a certain time lag. Land and forest 
degradation is often seen as the result of insecure property rights, since incentives for land 
improvement, soil conservation, forest protection or tree planting are lacking. Many studies 
suggest that rules of land and tree tenure affect the preservation, protection, and planting of 
trees. Having rights in trees or controlling the land on which they are planted is crucial to 
reaping the benefits from afforestation (Bruce & Fortmann 1988, Tomforde 1995). 
 
Another relationship has often been overlooked: not only does land and tree tenure affect 
tree planting, tree planting itself can significantly influence the evolution of tenure systems 
and even enhance security of land tenure. In many traditional societies in Africa and 
Southeast Asia, trees are used as a mark of ownership rights. Planting of commercial tree 
crops such as oil palms, cocoa, and coffee can substantially increase the value of land and 
thus accelerate commercialisation of land and individualisation of land tenure (e.g. Neef 
1999). 
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It is evident that access to land and forest resources under different tenure regimes affect the 
livelihood of people who depend on those resources. Land and tree tenure determines who 
will benefit from and who will be adversely affected by forest policies and forest or agro-
forestry projects. Land and tree tenure also provides the framework for conflict-solving 
mechanisms in natural resource management. Lacking recognition of the interaction between 
land and tree tenure has often resulted in mis-shaped policies, failed projects and 
interventions with unexpected outcomes (Bruce & Fortmann 1988). 
 
 
1.3 Specific tenure situation of forest resources 
 
There are a number of characteristics that differentiate forest tenure from tenure of 
agricultural land. Whereas it is widely accepted that individual, clearly defined rights under a 
private property regime are best suited for stimulating investments in soil fertility and 
enhancing agricultural production in high-potential agricultural areas, the ‘ideal’ tenure 
regime for a sustainable management of forests has not been identified yet. This is mainly 
due to conflicting interests in the multiple functions, services, and benefits that forests and 
trees provide. This diversity of interests involves a complexity of ownership, control and use 
rights which has led to a highly polarised debate on the ‘right’ forest and tree tenure policies. 
There are still two main opposing concepts in the management of forests and trees in many 
developing countries. Proponents of the state paradigm of forest management claim that 
government forest agencies are best placed to protect national forests and that deforestation 
can be stopped through better enforcement of national laws. In many countries, natural 
forests have been classified as national patrimony and thus put under state property. State 
organisations responsible for forest protection and management mostly ignored indigenous 
forest dwellers, but gave forest concessions to private enterprises (GTZ 1997). Advocates of 
local communities state that the depressing situation of the forests in many developing 
countries is caused by the continuous disintegration and undermining of communal systems 
of forest management by national forest policies and commercial interests. 
 
Forest tenure is not just a question about extraction of forest products and protection of 
natural resources. In dealing with forest tenure, issues of land use rights, settlement rights, 
rights of indigenous and underprivileged people, and, more generally, basic human rights are 
at stake. These issues are getting more crucial as the forests vanish and whole nations are 
negatively affected by deforestation and the loss of the forests’ richness in bio-diversity. 
Basic needs of local people clash with national interests. These are often backed by global 
concerns about the future of the world’s forest and their important role for the global climate. 
 
The United Nations Conference on Environment and Development in Rio 1992 has widened 
the discussion on how to deal with these various interests related to forest resources. The 
focus was shifted to the question how forest protection and management could be included 
into a general concept of sustainable development. Since then more than 120 countries 
world-wide have signed the Agenda 21 and related conventions. Frameworks for developing 
‘National Forest Programmes’ (NFP) and Forest Partnership Agreements (FPAs) were set up 
to link forest issues with general national and international development processes and 
concepts (Skala-Kuhmann 1996). 
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But even after the ratification of the Agenda 21 a fundamental question on forest policy and 
management remains to be resolved: To what extent should various actors get access to and 
control forest resources in a more open arena? Agenda 21 points to the importance of a 
collaborative ‘NFP’ on the basis of all interests ranging from the government and private 
business to local communities. But still according to Poffenberger et al (1999) ‘forest policies 
in most nations continue to be based on the normative ideal that state institutions can 
effectively govern huge areas classified as state forests’. However, the upcoming discussion 
on community forestry and co-management arrangements as new ways to solve the 
deforestation dilemma has broadened the scope for local communities to play a major role in 
forest management. The big challenge remains to integrate the different agendas of state 
agencies, private investors, local communities and other interest groups in the formulation of 
‘NFPs’ (see also chapter 5.1). 
 
 
1.4 Concepts and definitions 
 
A study on issues of land and tree tenure needs to define the basic underlying terms and 
concepts. The definitions might be well known to some of the readers. Nevertheless the 
authors thought it useful to clarify some terms in order to avoid confusions or 
misunderstandings. 
 
Tenure is defined as the bundle of rights which a person or community holds in land, trees or 
other resources (Bruce 1989) Resource tenure consists of the social relations and institutions 
governing access to and use of land and natural resources (Maxwell & Wiebe (1998). Thus, 
tenure determines who is allowed to use which resources in which way and at what time. In 
addition, tenure determines who is entitled to transfer use rights to others and how. Tenure 
security is the degree to which an individual or group feels its relationship to land or other 
resources that support them are in jeopardy (Poffenberger (ed.) 1999). 
 
Under private property regimes land owners have the right to use their property in a 
socially acceptable way. Private property does not necessarily refer to an individual, but also 
to a family, a village association or other collective entities (Bromley 1989). Private 
ownership is thus not synonymous with individual ownership and not necessarily opposed to 
the concept of common property. Full private property rights include the right of transferring 
the resource to somebody else (right of alienation) and the right to exclude others from its 
use (exclusivity). 
 
In common property regimes a community (which may be a lineage, clan or simply a 
‘community of interest‘) with a limited membership and the exclusive right to use the resource 
regulates the resource use by its members by agreeing upon certain management rules and 
restrictions (Bruce 1999). Most common property regimes involve management and 
exclusion rights but not the right to sell these rights to non-members of the community 
(Agrawal & Ostrom 1999). The term common property has often been confused with an 
unregulated system of open access where a certain resource is not owned or managed by 
anyone and can thus be depleted. This confusion was brought about by the famous article of 
Hardin (1968) who stated that under common property regimes natural resources would be 
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prone to overexploitation because the costs of negative externalities, like overgrazing of 
pastures or overuse of forests are borne by the community as a whole whereas the potential 
benefits accrue to the individual (Bromley 1989, Ostrom 1990). 
 
State property regimes have often resulted from the nationalisation of common property 
regimes, e.g. in some Sahelian countries, or the neglect and undermining of indigenous 
rights as in the Amazon region or in mountainous regions of Southeast Asia. Under state 
property rights of groups and individuals are determined by controlling agencies like forest 
administrations. Users have the duty to observe use and access rules formulated by state 
law and enforced by these agencies. Ambiguity of resource rights can arise since customary 
rights continue to operate at local level (Bromley 1989). 
 
Open access regimes result from the absence or the breakdown of a management or 
authority system which previously introduced and enforced a set of rules among the potential 
users of a certain resource. Open access frequently emerges as a result of the undermining 
or collapse of common property regimes or a weak state property regime (Bromley 1989). In 
open access situations there are no social controls over use of the resource and 
overexploitation is likely (Bruce 1999). Under state property regimes often a de facto open 
access regime occurs as state agencies lack the personnel and the means to enforce 
national laws. 
 
For a more comprehensive definition of the terms ‘private property’, ‘state property’, ‘common 
property’ and ‘open access’, we refer to the GTZ-publication: ”Land tenure in development 
co-operation - Guiding principles”, Eschborn (1998). 
 
Tenure policies have tended to separate land into three distinct categories: 
(1) the agricultural holdings of farm households or large estates under private or collective 
property; (2) common land or common property resources (usually grazing land and 
communal forest lands; and (3) state-reserved land (usually protected forest areas, 
conservation watersheds, and wildlife sanctuaries). Recent research and experiences from 
the field have suggested a more complex view of overlapping rights both spatially and 
temporally (e.g., Bruce & Fortmann 1988, Raintree (ed.) 1987, Maxwell & Wiebe 1998, Neef 
1999). 
 
Devolution is the most extensive form of decentralisation of authority away from central 
government agencies (Agrawal & Ostrom 1999). It has recently emerged as a major 
catchword for empowerment of local communities as regards the management of natural 
resources. 
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1.5 The importance of forest and trees 
 
Forestry research in recent years has shown the complexity of this natural resource providing 
a wide range of economic, social and environmental benefits. Benefits that contribute in 
several ways to the well-being of societies and their natural environment. The term ‘forest‘ 
ranges from undisturbed natural rainforests over anthropogenically influenced ‘natural‘ forest, 
degraded forests to reforested areas which all provide different services and goods. 
 
Forests provide wood-based commodities like timber, fuel-wood and pulp, and a variety of 
non-wood products such as medicinal plants, food, spices, fodder, oils, resins and gums. 
They protect watersheds, control erosion, purify and regulate water supply, recycle nutrients 
and moderate floods and storms. By storing excess carbon in the atmosphere, they regulate 
local and global climate. Moreover, forests provide habitat for more than half of the world’s 
known plant and animal species. They also give recreational, aesthetic, educational, and 
cultural benefit to humans. On the other hand, cleared forest land provides space for crops, 
pastures, and human settlements. 
 
Table 1 gives an overview over forest functions, main beneficiaries and negatively affected 
groups ranging from locals living in and from the forest to the global community. 
 
Trees which grow outside the established forest areas also perform critical functions. Trees 
in home gardens and fruit plantations, on agroforestry plots, along field boundaries and 
roads, and in communal grazing areas are often of even greater significance for the rural 
population than the forests themselves. These trees yield a wide range of foods that are 
essential for the nutritional balance and for farmers’ income. Some trees provide fodder for 
animals. In agricultural fields, trees provide shade, act as windbreaks, protect the soil, and 
prevent soil erosion. In certain agroforestry systems, such as in alley cropping, trees can act 
as nutrient pumps in agroforestry systems by drawing soil nutrients from the subsoil (Foley 
and Bernard 1984). However, planting trees does not automatically increase soil fertility and 
stop soil erosion as widely believed. The efficiency depends mostly on the way they are 
planted and managed. Annual crops can cover the soil much more quickly while it can take 
years for trees to develop root systems and to close canopy to provide sufficient protection. 
Moreover, if the groundcover under the trees is removed by weeding or by herbicides and if 
spacing is too wide, the conservation benefits are seriously reduced (FAO 1999). If managed 
well, however, the contribution of trees to sustaining productivity on agricultural fields, can be 
considerable. 
 
While forests, woodlots and trees are being widely recognised as essential for human life, 
their benefits and services are valued differently by different groups and different people. 
Moreover, the numerous roles that forests are expected to play in local, national and global 
development continue to change over time. The growing competition over forests due to 
closing forest frontiers in combination with a wider understanding of forest services, products 
and functions are increasingly calling for the formulation of adequate forest policies that go 
beyond sectoral approaches. These shifting and, in some cases, even conflicting 
expectations create difficult policy challenges related to both the forest sector and regional or 
even national development (FAO 1995). 
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Table 1: Forest functions, main beneficiaries and negatively affected groups 

 Resident 
population 

in the forest 
(e.g. 

indigenous 
people) 

Population in 
adjacent 

areas (e.g. 
watersheds, 
agricultural 

areas) 

Private 
enterprises 
(e.g. wood 
industry) 

State 
organisations 

(e.g. forest 
services) 

 

Urban 
population 

 

Global 
community 

Fuelwood, 
charcoal, wood 
for local 
construction 

 
+ + + 

 
+ + 

 
- / + 

 
- - 

 
+ / - 

 
- - 

Non-wood forest 
products (e.g., 
medicinal plants) 

 
+ + + 

 
+ 

 
- / + 

 
- 

 
+ 

 
+ / - 

Forest as 
complement to 
agricult./ animal 
husbandry 

 
+ + 

 
+ + + 

 
- 

 
- - 

 
- - 

 
- - - 

Spiritual, 
religious, cultural 
values 

 
+ + + 

 
+ + 

 
O 

 
O 

 
O 

 
O 

Reserve land for 
agriculture 

 

+ + 
 

+ / - 
 

- - - 
 

- - - 
 

+ + 
 

+ / - 

Human 
settlements 

 
+ + 

 
- 

 
- - 

 
- - - 

 

O 
 

O 

Base for 
infrastructure, 
industry 

 
+ / - 

 
+ / - 

 
+ / - 

 
+ / - 

 
+ 

 
+ / - 

Watershed 
protection and 
control 

 
+ + 

 
+ + + 

 
+ / - 

 
+ + 

 
+ + 

 
O 

Industrial wood 
for lumber, 
paper, etc. 

 
- - 

 
- 

 
+ + + 

 
+ 

 
+ + 

 
+ / - 

Eco-tourism and 
recreation 

 
+ / - 

 
+ / - 

 
- - 

 
- / + 

 
+ + + 

 
+ + 

Bio-diversity 
and habitat 
preservation 

 
+ / - 

 
+ / - 

 
- / + 

 
+ + + 

 
+ + 

 
+ + 

Carbon 
storage and 
sequestration 

 
+ 

 
+ 

 
O 

 
O 

 
+ + 

 
+ + + 

Legend:  +++, ++, + (positively affected, degree of benefit); +/-; -/+ (mixed); o (unaffected); 

-, - -, - - - (negatively affected) 

 
Within these evolving new integrated forestry policies one of the major issues is the 
involvement of local people in sustainable forest management schemes. For decades, 
governments in many developing countries have been blaming rural communities for forest 
destruction. Local needs conflicted with national interests resulting in forest policies that 
generally focussed on separating forests from people neglecting the fact that their livelihood 
has been dependent on natural resources in general and forests in particular. Over time this 
centralised top-down approach displaced community-based cultures and broke up well-
established common property resource traditions, thus resulting in further forest destruction 
(Sarin 1993). The major direct and underlying causes of forest loss are further described in 
the following chapter. 
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2 FOREST AND TREE LOSS – A GLOBAL THREAT 
 
With the accelerating loss of forests in most developing countries the global community is 
facing one of the greatest environmental challenges. This chapter gives a short overview on 
the situation of the world’s forest and the major factors of forest loss with emphasis on 
Southeast Asia which experienced the world’s highest annual rate of deforestation between 
1990 and 1995 according to FAO estimates. A special focus is on deforestation and the state 
of the forest in Thailand and Vietnam. 
 
 
2.1 Situation of the world’s forests 
 
The world’s forests are facing greater threats than ever before. 42 of the world’s primary 
watersheds have lost more than 75 percent of their original forest cover (Revenga et al. 
1998). Today more than 1.7 billion people live in 40 nations with critically low levels of forest 
cover. The forest-to-people ratio declined from 1.2 hectares per capita in 1960 to 0.6 
hectares in 1995 and will further decrease to a projected 0.4 hectares per capita in the year 
2025 (Gardner-Outlaw & Engelman 1999). 
 
A sharp contrast can be observed between the ‘developed world’ and developing countries 
(see figure 1). While there was a net increase of 8.8 million hectares between 1990 and 1995 
in developed countries, forest area in developing countries decreased by about 65.1 million 
hectares of forest during the same period (FAO 1999). However, the net increase in forest 
area in industrialised countries is accompanied by a rapid decline in forest quality in the 
temperate and boreal forests of Europe, Canada and the USA. 
 
Current deforestation in most developing countries is to a great extent generated by human 
activities. Forces and inter-linkages fuelling this process, however, are much more complex 
controversial and speculative as are their consequences, and often based on assumptions 
and prejudices. In general, deforestation derives from different ecological, economic and 
social demand of strategic groups which are in many cases not compatible or even divergent 
(Barraclough, Ghimire, 1995). 
 
Population growth has long been cited the main reason for forest destruction. But, as 
Poffenberger argues, linkages between population growth and forest loss are not 
straightforward. Even though it is easy to blame population expansion for natural resource 
degradation, one has to focus also on other causal factors that can be directly influenced by 
governments, such as policy and market failures, corruption, and the uncontrolled activities 
of the private sector (see table 2). As Bromley (1989) has noted: „Blaming population growth 
allows inept or corrupt governments to shift the blame for either their behaviour or their 
inaction, as the case may be, to ‘promiscuous‘ peasants.“ And indeed, as recent research 
has shown there is growing evidence that increased use of local resources, leading to their 
scarcity can encourage communities to implement tighter controls and more sustainable 
systems of natural resource management. Nonetheless, the long-term impact of expanding 
rural and urban populations will place increasing pressure on the natural resource base. 
(Poffenberger (ed.) 1999) 
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Figure 1: Forest area in 1995 as compared with 1980 
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Source: FAO 1999 

 
Table 2: Major factors of forest loss 

Underlying causes Direct causes 

 
Population change                             _  
- growth    - density       - migration 
 
Economic growth                                       
- rising income    - dietary change 
- housing preference 
 
Poverty and food insecurity                         
 
Breakdown of local management systems  
 
Market failures                                            
- inadequate property rights and resource  
  tenure structures 
- inappropriate valuation of forest goods  
  and services 
 
Policy failure                                               
- price and taxation policies (e.g.,  
  subsidies, tariffs and trade restrictions) 
- population resettlement programs 
- corruption 
 

 
Clearing of forests for agriculture   
- subsistence agriculture 
- commercial farming 
- cattle ranching 
 
Industrial logging                                        
 
Infrastructure and industrial development  
- roads    - dams    - mining    - housing 
 
Fuelwood and charcoal production           
 
Forest fires                                                 
 

Source: based on Gardner-Outlaw & Engelman (1999) 
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Gardner-Outlaw & Engelman argue that human beings can hardly be blamed for forest 
destruction if their behaviour is legal (at least from their point of view) and not intentionally 
destructive of the livelihood and property of others. They conclude that as regards forest 
destruction it is more reasonable to ask what is causing deforestation rather than who is 
causing it. 
 
In the beginning of the 80s, the destruction of tropical forests gained world-wide public 
attention, threatening the existence of global public goods such as bio-diversity and climate. 
While forests tend to be subject to socio-economic and social activities on local and national 
level, the focus of interest at the international level turned to the goods forests can provide at 
a global scale. In this context, the discussion on formulation and implementation of forest-
related initiatives was influenced by conflicting interests between conservation issues, widely 
put forward by conservation activists and “green” non-governmental groups on one end of 
the spectrum, and effective forest utilisation demanded by forest-depending industries and 
recipient countries on the other (Liss, 1998). 
 
With the recognition that the destruction and degradation of forests could not only be tackled 
by action within the forestry sector but had large-scale implications on other sectoral and 
overall development policies and strategies at all levels, attention switched from the forest to 
people and societies being the main actors in forest management (Liss 1998). 
 
 
2.2 Forests in South and Southeast Asia 
 
South and Southeast Asia are one of the hot spots of forest decline in the developing world. 
Throughout Asia, nearly 70 percent of the original forest cover has been lost down to 14.2 
percent of the land area, the worst affected countries being China, Nepal, Thailand and 
Vietnam. The human and environmental impacts of forest loss in these countries are 
comparatively greater since they have less remaining forest to loose, even small amount of 
additional forest loss place great stress to both the rural population and local forest 
ecosystems. If current rates of deforestation continue, Asia’s remaining forests will be totally 
depleted within the next 40 years (Gardner-Outlaw & Engelman 1999). Currently, Asia has 
less forest per capita than any other region. While Asia accounts for nearly 60% of the 
world’s population, it contains less than 15 percent of the world’s forests (FAO 1999). 
 
1997 and 1998 were the most serious years for uncontrolled forest fires in Southeast Asia 
(FAO 1999). During this time, throughout Indonesia between 8 and 10 million ha of 
vegetation were destroyed by largely human-induced fires having a devastating effect on 
people, economies and wildlife in large areas of Southeast Asia (www.iffm.org). However, 
over 65 million hectares of forest land are still being leased to a small number of companies 
in Indonesia. Since the 1970‘s, 46 million hectares of natural forest have been cleared, 
primarily by logging companies and for plantations with fast-growing trees for the paper and 
pulp industry (Poffenberger 1999). 
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According to Poffenberger (1999), an estimated 80 to 100 million people in Southeast Asia 
are living on land classified as public forest. It is likely that these numbers will double within 
the next 20 to 30 years. An additional 200 million rural dwellers depend to varying degrees 
on forest products for their survival. Indirectly, 150 million urban residents rely on the 
environmental services of upper watershed forests. 
 
Table 3: Populations and forest-dependent people in six Southeast Asian countries 

 Thailand Vietnam Indonesia Philippines Laos Cambodia 

 
millions millions millions millions millions millions 

National population 
1995 
 
 

58.8 74.5 197.6 67.6 4.9 10.9 

Forest-dependent 
people 1995 
(Poffenberger (ed.) 
1999) 
 

10 25 60 20 2.4 1.4 

People directly 
dependent on forest 
resources 
(Lynch and Talbott 1995) 

20-25 n.a. 80-95 25-30 n.a. n.a. 

People living on land 
classified as public 
forest 
(Lynch and Talbott 1995) 

14-16 n.a. 40-65 24 n.a. n.a. 

Source: Poffenberger (ed.) 1999; Lynch and Talbott (1995) 

 
The table presented above indicates the number of directly forest-dependent people in six 
selected countries of Southeast Asia. It has to be stated, however, that these figures are very 
rough estimates as different sources apply different categories of forest-dependency. Lynch 
and Talbott (1995), for example, estimate the number of directly forest-dependent people in 
Thailand to be 20-25 millions, more than double the figure presented by Poffenberger (1999). 
 
Figure 2: Availability of forest area per person in selected countries of Southeast 

Asia (1980, 1995, and 2025 projected) 

1980 1995 2025 (proj.)
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Source: Gardner-Outlaw & Engelman 1999 
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In Thailand and Vietnam, forest-to-people ratios have reached a critically low level of less 
than 0.2 ha and will further decline to a projected ratio of less than 0.1 ha by the year 2025 
(see figure 2)1. Of Vietnam‘s 17 million hectares of officially classified forest areas, only 1.5 
million are declared to be in a good condition (Poffenberger 1999). 
 
 
2.2.1 Deforestation and the state of the forest in Thailand 
 
Thailand is one of the countries in Southeast Asia where deforestation is most advanced. In 
1961, forests covered 53% of the landscape of Thailand. This figure has decreased 
drastically over the following 30 years to nearly 25% in 1998 according to statistics from the 
Royal Forest Department (RFD) in Thailand (see table 4). 
 
Even after the introduction of a logging ban in 1989 in response to a series of floods and 
landslides, forest destruction in recent years reached an average annual rate of around 
0.66%. The only exception was the already heavily degraded Northeast of the country where 
the rate was lower. 
 
Table 4: Forest decline in Thailand according to regions 

Total Area Forest Cover in %  

Region Km2 1961 1973 1982 1991 1998 

North 169,644 68.5 67.0 51.7 45.5 43.1 

Northeast 168,854 42.0 30.0 15.7 12.9 12.4 

East   36,503 58.0 41.2 21.9 21.1 20.6 

Central & West   67,399 52.9 35.6 27.5 24.7 23.8 

South   70,715 41.9 26.1 23.3 19.0 17.2 

Total 513,115 53.3 43.2 30.5 26.6 25.3 

Source: RFD 1999 

 
The reasons for forest destruction have been complex and often controversially discussed. In 
the past, concession forestry was assumed being the main reason for forest destruction. But 
it is questionable whether resource extraction as single factor could lead to accelerated 
forest destruction as Thailand has been experiencing in the last decades or whether other 
factors have to be taken into consideration. And indeed today, besides illegal timber harvest, 
encroachments by forest dwellers are considered the main reason for forest destruction. 
However, encroachment and conversion to agriculture is only but the final result of repeated 
attack on the forest through timber extraction and forest fire. Yet again the underlying causes 

                                                 
1 Gardner-Outlaw & Engelmann use the forest-to-people ratio as a basic indicator for the relationship 

between population growth and forest resource scarcity. It quantifies the amount of forest area 
available to each person in a nation to supply the broad array of forest goods and services without 
touching access or distribution issues. It should provide an important basic indicator for countries 
where large parts of the population depends on forest goods and services in meeting their daily 
needs and can not afford to meet these needs through imports. 
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of encroachment by forest dwellers should be investigated closer as their role in 
deforestation is only understandable in the context of the political strategy dominating 
economics in Thailand.  
 
From a historic perspective deforestation in Thailand has been connected to three 
interwoven reasons (adapted from Kaosa-ard & Pednekar 1996): 
 
• The opening of the country for, and its dependencies on the international markets which 

led to an accelerated growing demand for natural resources in general and timber and 
agricultural land in particular, leading to resource exploitation beyond natural carrying 
capacities; 

• The inability of institutions in governing forests and forest land in order to keep up with 
the rapid pace of economic growth mainly caused by ambiguous and even conflicting 
legislation, inadequate monitoring and enforcement and centrally controlled top down 
bureaucracy; 

• The imbalances in economic growth and its distribution that have led to an ever-
increasing gap between the rich and the poor, thus resulting in imbalances that created 
not only unfair forest/land competition, but put environmental issues on the agenda of 
politics. 

 
Since the 80s  the failure of the State to protect forests simply by designing these areas in a 
top-down approach as National Forest Reserves became obvious. The official aim still is to 
have 40% forest cover, split into 25% protection and 15% production forest. Besides the fact 
that policy makers do not recognise the interaction of productive, environmental and social 
functions of forest another conflict regarding land rights and the conversion of forest land into 
agricultural used land came on the agenda of the political discussion. 
 
48% of the total land area designed as National Forest Reserves, including areas with 
special protection status such as National Parks, Wildlife Sanctuaries or Watershed areas 
are under the administration of the RFD. Of this area most probably only one third actually 
may be designated as ‘forest’ in a real sense, while at the same time about one third of 
Thailand’s cultivated area is located within National Forest Reserves, sustaining around 8-15 
million people in about 150,000 villages with predominantly insecure settlement and use 
rights for the land they are living on (Brenner, Schwarzmeier et al. 1999, Lohmann 1995; 
Vandergeest 1996a; see figure 3 and 4). 
 
The failure of the forest protection strategies of the state and the RFD is obvious while 
pressure on politicians is increasing to settle the land rights problem. This reflects, on the 
one hand, the hope to solve the dilemma between the land and forest tenure issue and forest 
protection objectives; on the other hand, the different interests, hopes and objectives 
regarding the land tenure issue, resource use and forest protection clash heavily in public 
debates and social conflicts (Brenner, Scharzmeier et al. 1999). 
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Figure 3: Agricultural and forest areas in Thailand (in percent of total land area, 1993) 
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Source: Brenner, Schwarzmeier et al. 1999, Data from Phongpaichit, Baker (1997), RFD (1995) 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4: Deforestation and demarcation of forests in Thailand 
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2.2.2 Deforestation and the state of the forest in Vietnam 
 
Since the late 80s, Vietnam has been going through a period of rapid economic, political and 
institutional changes. The process of creating a more liberalised economic environment is 
reflected in its new policies regarding land, forest, industry, trade and social concerns, 
policies that also have significant effects on natural resource management on both local and 
national level (Lecup & Minh Hoi1995). 
 
Until recently, natural resources have been considered as a source of national commercial 
income. Central control over local ecosystems and forest resources generally resulted in a 
loss of indigenous knowledge of natural resource management, as people formally have 
been neglected by resource management activities. Little attention was placed on the socio-
economic dependence of the large rural population on natural resources (Lecup & Minh Hoi 
1995). 
 
The population of Vietnam accounts for 74 million people, concentrated in the lowland Red 
and Mekong River Deltas and coastal plains. Population growth is as fast as 1.4 million per 
year. Most of the 54 ethnic minority groups which account for 16 percent of the overall 
population live in hilly and mountainous areas comprising nearly 70 percent of the countries 
area. Remaining natural forest is to a great extent located in these areas. Rapid industrial 
growth averaging 7 to 8 percent annually put immense pressure on the remaining natural 
resources. At the end of the 80s, the forestry sector accounted for 2 percent of the national 
income, and up to 10 percent of all export earnings according to a Tropical Forestry Action 
Plan report (Poffenberger (ed.) 1997). 
 
Over the past 50 years, forest cover has been declining by half. Whereas in 1943 around 67 
percent of the total land area was covered by forests, forest area was reduced by 1991 to 
about 29 percent. 12.5 million hectare have been classified denuded hills and open 
wasteland, covering 38 percent of the country’s area. The upland forest regions have been 
the location of the fastest rates of forest clearance in this period (Table 5). For example in 
Cao Bang, Son La, and Lai Chau provinces forest cover is estimated to be as less as 10 
percent. The current annual loss of forest is estimated at nearly 100.000 ha per year 
(Nguyen Xuang Dang & Dang Huy Huynh 1995; Pham Dinh Huan 1993). 
 
Table 5: Decrease in forest cover in different regions of Vietnam 

Forest cover in 1943 Forest cover in 1991 Region 
(% of land area) (% of land area) 

Northern Mountains 95% 17% 

Northern Midlands 55% 29% 

Central Highlands 93% 60% 

Total country 67% 29% 

Source: World Bank 1995 
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The causes for forest destruction have been accentuated differently by several authors. 
Many commentators consider the main culprit for the extremely high rate of forest destruction 
in the uplands of northern Vietnam as being immigration into these areas (and engagement 
in upland agriculture) by farmers or other individuals from lowland areas who are not familiar 
with agro-ecological conditions (Rambo et al. 1995, Poffenberger 1998). Huge areas of forest 
land have been cleared for rubber, coffee and sugarcane on sites not suitable for these 
crops. Poffenberger (1999) states a huge impact by two long wars from the 50s through the 
mid 70s mentioning bombing and chemical spraying but also extensive logging in order to 
support war efforts as reasons for substantial forest loss. In the 80s logging continued for 
reviving Vietnams economy in the post-war era. In the last decades, particular ethnic 
minorities practising shifting cultivation have been demonised for being the main agents of 
forest destruction. However, the destruction of natural resources by ‘inappropriate’ 
agricultural practices such as slash and burn agriculture is not proven. Various studies and 
experiences suggest that forest-dependent people have a vital interest in conserving forest 
resources and that their traditional land management practices involve a complex 
combination of agricultural, tree and forest tenure systems as the following chapter shows. 
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3 ACTORS AND POLICIES IN LAND, TREE AND FOREST 
MANAGEMENT 

 
 
This chapter describes the evolution and underlying concepts of traditional tenure systems in 
Thailand and Vietnam. It is shown how these systems have been continuously threatened 
and undermined by a wide array of factors, among them national land and forest policies. 
The historical background and current trends and controversies of these policies and their 
implications for resource tenure systems are intensively analysed. 
 
 
3.1 Farmers in the forest: traditional access to trees and its products - tree 

and forest tenure 
 
 
3.1.1 Forest-dependent people in Southeast Asia 
 
People-forest relationships have been coming more and more into the centre of discussions 
of forest policies in various countries in Southeast Asia. In chapter 2.1.1 we have shown the 
overall importance of discussing forest dependencies of rural dwellers as Thailand and 
Vietnam reached a critically low forest-to-people ratio of less than 0.2 ha. An increasing 
number of people depend on forest to varying degrees, ranging from substantial dependency 
with little choice of alternatives to dependencies where forest use is reduced to a sectoral 
additional source of income for rural families living in local transition economies (compare 
table 1). 
 
With the growing globalisation of economies and international policies the influence of local 
people on forest policies and their socio-economic environment is apparently declining. 
Fisher et al. (1997) therefore concluded “… that the international environmental movement is 
a two-edged sword that served both, … to empower and disempower local people in various 
circumstances”. 
 
Forest dependency of locals can not be seen in a mono-directional relation as relationship 
varies and has to be seen inter-linked with other socio-economic and social factors on local 
as well as on regional, national or even international level. Therefore, people-forest 
relationships are not fixed in space and time, but adapting and responding to changing 
environments. 
 
 
3.1.2 Indigenous forest management and tree tenure systems 
 
Traditional tenure regimes have been the primary systems of allocation of rights to natural 
resource use for hundreds of years. This section analyses some of the major indigenous 
systems of forest management and tree tenure. 
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Shifting cultivation and swidden economy in the uplands of Thailand and Vietnam 
 
Shifting cultivators or pioneer swiddeners in the northern uplands of Thailand and Vietnam 
have often been blamed to be the main culprits of forest destruction. 
 

"Swidden cultivation is therefore regarded by law as harmful to the economy of 
the nation and is indirectly prohibited" 
(note accompanying the enacting of National Reserve Forest Act (NFRA) of 
1964; quoted by Rerkasem & Rerkasem 1994: 10). 

 
However, conservationist movements of Thai lowlanders often overlook the fact that ethnic 
minorities in the highlands of Northern Thailand are much more concerned about the 
disappearance of the forests than the lowlanders as they directly depend on them for their 
livelihood (Anderson 1993). Among the most well-known ethnic groups involved in shifting 
cultivation in northern Thailand are the Hmong, Akha, Lahu, Yao and Lisu minorities. 
 
While forest officials and environmentalist groups tend to classify shifting cultivation systems 
as backward, primitive and destructive, many research results draw a different picture. In the 
pioneer work of Kunstadter & Chapman (1978) four different forms of shifting cultivation were 
identified, each of them adapted to varying environments and socio-economic conditions. 
Several recent studies suggest that shifting cultivation can not be regarded as an 
unsustainable practice per se. It is deemed sustainable at population densities below 50-70 
persons per km2 (World Bank 1995b) depending on soil properties and crops grown. Other 
authors suggest a threshold of 20-25 persons per km2 (Rambo et al. 1996). Van Keer, 
Thirathon and Janssen (1996) showed that slash and burn agriculture can have both 
beneficial and negative effects on the environment. Erosion trials recorded much lower levels 
of erosion under shifting cultivation during the cropping period than under tree plantations 
where the ground cover was removed. During the fallow period, erosion rates were not much 
higher than in undisturbed forest plantations (quoted from FAO 1999). 
 
The variety of shifting cultivation systems are reflected in the diversity of tenurial 
arrangements. Shifting or swidden cultivation has often been regarded as having evolved 
under a common property regimes with lacking boundaries of individual properties. However, 
to classify the swidden economy as a communal system is largely inaccurate. In the Hmong 
society, there does not exist any village-level cooperation in agricultural work or any other 
productive processes (Cooper 1998). The Hmong do also not have a long history in 
communal forest management in a strict sense. Forests are seen as a main provider of food, 
timber, and a potential reserve for agricultural land. Extensive studies of Cooper (1984 & 
1998) of Hmong farming systems in Northern Thailand suggest that forest land is never 
cleared collectively. 

 
“In fact, each Hmong family clears its own fields and women work hard in clearing 
secondary growth around tall trees … ownership of individual fields is clearly 
determined, boundaries are marked by the owner and any disputes are settled 
before any clearing takes place.“ 
(Source: Cooper, 1984, pp.98/99) 
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In contrast to the Hmong, Karen swidden farmers in Northern Thailand and in Myanmar co-
operate on a village-wide basis in agricultural production and in forest management. 
According to Trakarnsuphakorn (1997) shifting cultivation in Karen society is always 
practised communally, not in several smaller plots, but on a large area of land. This practice 
is explained by difficulties in controlling fires for clearing individual plots of forest land. Larger 
trees are always spared from clearing. 
 
The Dzao minority in northern Vietnam live in permanent settlements and traditionally 
practice a type of ‘rotational swidden cultivation’ similar to the Karen in northern Thailand. 
After three years of cultivation, the site is left fallow for ten to fifteen years which allows the 
forest to regenerate. Although the land is controlled by the community, particular households 
have use rights to both cultivated and fallow land. Private ownership rights including full 
rights of transfer exist on plots of cinnamon trees, tea, fruit trees, and bamboo. Customary 
law respects also the efforts of individuals in finding precious woods, and trees with bee 
hives within natural forests and assigned private use rights to them (Nguyen Van Than, 
1995). 
 
The Hmong in North-West Vietnam used to practice a pioneer form of shifting cultivation 
which is said to rapidly deplete soil fertility. However, recent studies have shown that 
agricultural practices of the Hmong have perfectly adapted over time to very different 
agroecological conditions (Le Cong Truc 1997). Although they do not have a traditional 
system of communal forest management and resource tenure is only temporary due to their 
mobility, Hmong farmers are well aware of the importance of forests for watershed protection 
and attempt to place swidden fields in the lower parts of the hills and spare the natural forest 
cover in the upper slopes (Poffenberger et al. 1998). 
 
 
Traditional community forestry systems and religious foundations of rights to trees 
 
The Karen conserve several types of forests, classified by them as ‘watershed forests’, 
‘burial forests’ and ‘spirit pathway forests’. Use of trees is strictly regulated by community 
laws based partly on spirituality and partly on practical considerations, such as protection of 
water sources and of the ecological balance. 
 
The cases presented in the boxes 1 and 2 show the influence of religion on property and use 
rights of trees. The worship of holy forests and trees constitute the best known example of 
this impact. 
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Box 1: Sacred forests and trees in Hmong, Akha and Karen society, Northern 
Thailand 

Although the ethnic group of the Hmong in Northern Thailand is reported to have no communal system 
of forest management, the tallest tree (ntoo thwv tim) overlooking the village is worshipped by the 
whole community. It is strictly forbidden to cut this tree and the trees surrounding it because they are 
regarded as residence of the spirits. Cutting down sacred trees would bring sickness and trouble to 
the village. Any development plans have to spare this small area of forest land. 

Forest and water resources are not only vital for the daily life but also constitute an important religious 
element in Akha culture. The purest water source in the village is protected by a fence and 
surrounding trees against human intervention and is used for purifying the first rice seeds at the 
beginning of the rainy season. Pollution of the water source and cutting of trees around it would be 
severely punished by the village community. 

Each Karen village has a strongly protected community forest. Trees in the forest are closely linked to 
the Karen’s identity and spirituality. The umbilical cord of a new-born child is placed in a bamboo tube 
and tied to a large tree selected for this purpose. The Karen believe that the child’s spirit dwells within 
the tree. Cutting down the tree would make the spirit flee it which would cause serious illness or even 
death of the child. By implying that the survival of man and the forest is intertwined, the Karen 
encourage their members to protect forests and trees from birth. 

Sources: Cooper 1998, Neef & Sangkapitux 1997, Trakarnsuphakorn 1997. 

 
Similar to the Karen in northern Thailand, indigenous groups in northern Vietnam like the 
Black Thai and the Tay have adopted the most sophisticated systems of forest management. 
These groups recognise the importance of primary forests on ridges and hill tops for their 
hydrological functions and protect them from timber felling and clearing for agricultural 
purposes (Poffenberger et al. 1998). Forests are generally regarded as common property 
with use rights being the same for every individual of the community. Some primary forests 
are believed to be the home of spirits and ancestors and are therefore especially protected. 
 

Box 2: Traditional forest management in two Thai villages of Northwest Vietnam 

In former times, Ban Tat village had a traditional system of forest protection under the leadership of 
older men called Xompa which means ‘forest protector’. For decades, the Xompa were responsible for 
controlling forest use. Their tasks included (1) ensuring the strict protection of upper watershed 
forests, (2) designating production forests and assigning selective cuttings rights to household, and (3) 
mobilising the community to control forest fires. 

The Xompa of Na Phieng village collaborated with household heads in identifying upper watershed 
forests (pa dong) to be closed to agricultural activities in order to ensure constant water flows and to 
prevent soil erosion. In addition, the Xompa guided decisions concerning the location and length of 
rotation of upland fields. He also advised farmers in clearing of swiddens and in establishing forest 
fruit gardens. 

In both villages the Xompa system was replaced by committee structures when the government 
extended the authority of the commune over forest resource management. 

Source: Poffenberger et al. 1998 

 
Old growth forests often significantly contribute to ethnic minorities subsistence economy and 
cash income, i.e. through collection of cinnamon bark. Protection of these forests are often 
enforced by religious rituals like in the case mentioned in box 3. 
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Box 3: The oath on the forest in Hmong communities of northern Vietnam 

In the traditional society of the Hmong, use of land and forest resources was strictly controlled and 
protected by customary law. One practice of the Hmong related to forest management was the oath 
called Nao xong in their language. It was established as a common convention of the village or a 
network of villages in order to protect forests within a bounded territory. According to this convention, 
individual households only had the right to clear forest for agricultural purposes within defined zones. 
In addition, they had to respect individual ownership rights of particular households on certain bamboo 
forests. In prohibited forests, e.g. on mountain ridges or forests designated as cemetery, nobody had 
the right to make swiddens. 

Violators of these conventions would be punished. Each village nominated one or two headmen to 
ensure compliance with the management rules and to investigate cases of violations. 

Source: Nguyen Van Thang 1995 

 
The land use systems of many forest-based communities are often best described as an 
agro-sylvo-pastoral system where cropping systems, animal husbandry and forest 
management are closely inter-linked. As regards grazing of animals such as water buffaloes, 
cattle and goats in forest pastures, there are traditionally no limitations in the various groups 
studied. Traditionally, animal husbandry was not a major activity of upland communities, so 
the impact on the status of the forests was not very significant. However, in recent years, 
many farmers have increased their livestock. With increasing land scarcity and reduced 
feeding sources for animals, pressure on degraded forest areas is rising. 
 
 
Impact of ethnicity and duration of settlement on resource tenure 
 
Examples presented above imply that there are significant differences between ethnic groups 
as regards their mode of appropriation and management of natural resources, especially 
forests. However, there is an ongoing debate among scientists, government officers and 
development practitioners whether ethnicity plays an important role in resource tenure and 
resource management in Northern Thailand. It is more likely that the duration of settlement is 
a crucial factor for the system of resource tenure. The Karen already settled in this area 
some generations before and can thus be truly classified as indigenous people in Northern 
Thailand. Karen villages are permanent settlements, some of them have been established for 
more than hundred years. The Karen were able to choose the most favourite places in lower 
mountain valleys that were suitable for wet-rice cultivation. Thus, they could combine a 
productive subsistence agriculture with a sustainable system of forest management. In 
general, the Karen have clear village boundaries which allows them to exclude non-villagers 
to tamper on their common resources. 
 
Ethnic groups like the Hmong, Lahu, Lisu and Akha did not migrate to northern Thailand 
before the turn of this century. They had to settle in marginal upland areas where low soil 
quality does not allow permanent settlement and agriculture, and where competition with 
other interest groups, like forest agents and wildlife conservers is more likely. The lack of 
clearly demarcated village boundaries makes it difficult for the semi-permanent ethnic groups 
to prevent outsiders from using the village’s resources. However, some recent case studies 
on local forest management in northern Thailand have shown that village communities are 
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able to restore degraded forest areas and successfully protect them against outsiders, often 
with the assistance of local non-governmental organisations (see box 4). 
 
In the northwestern highlands of Vietnam around Sa Pa, where the Hmong have been 
settling for many decades they have constructed an impressive systems of terraced fields 
while strictly protecting adjacent forests and tree patches to secure water supply. This calls 
into question the widespread classification of Hmong as being notoriously nomadic and 
encroaching primary forests wherever possible. 
 
Some authors state that, despite open frontiers in forest use, even the nomadic Hmong could 
not settle anywhere but had to find unclaimed land or negotiate use rights with customary 
land owners. Before 1950, however, population density was still low and it was easy to find 
new forest land. Despite their practice of using land until it was virtually exhausted, their 
impact on forest resources was negligible at that time (Nguyen Van Thang, 1995). 
 

Box 4: A success story of community forestry in an Akha village of Chiang Rai 
province, Northern Thailand 

Pakhasukjai is situated at an altitude between 650 and 1150 metres about four kilometres from Mae 
Salong which is the closest market for the villagers. These are belonging to the Loi Mi Akha, an ethnic 
group which originated in Southwest China. In 1976/77 a group of Akha families moved from the Thai-
Burmese border in search for cultivable land and a safer life. Within the first year more than 30 
families moved into Pakhasukjai. The first settlers found a degraded forest area infested by Imperata 
cylindrica grass. They decided to devote a special area for forest regeneration (by protecting it from 
fire) and cultivated the remaining land with upland rice, maize and other field crops. 

In the following years more and more families from surrounding villages migrated to Pakhasukjai. 
Nevertheless, the villagers continued to safe the regenerating community forest  (abaw law chong) by 
setting management rules and converting abandoned fields into forest fallows. As a result, the forest 
area was further expanded. Nowadays, it amounts to more than two thirds of the village land 
according to a survey of the Hill Area Development Foundation (HADF), a Thai non-governmental 
organization which has been implementing several development activities in the village for more than 
ten years.  

Source: Durno 1996, Neef and Sangkapitux 1997 

 
Private ownership in land and trees appeared among the Hmong of northwestern Vietnam 
before the 1960s. Beside agricultural land, rights to bamboo, certain timber trees, trees with 
bee nests, and other trees with special economic value, such as trees for oil extraction were 
individualised. Private use rights also exists on trees that are planted to mark the field 
boundaries (Apel & Pham Van Viet 1998). Fruit trees planted individually on agricultural 
fields are also regarded exclusively as individual property of the planter. The concept of 
individual rights to planted trees on agricultural fields applies to virtually all ethnic minority 
groups in the uplands of northern Thailand and Vietnam. 
 
Considerable differences in gender-specific rights to plant trees can occur due to distinct 
inheritance laws. In strictly patrilineal societies like the Hmong, women are not allowed to 
inherit land. Thus, tree planting by women is usually limited to the area around the houses. 
Home gardening, however, does not have a long tradition in many Hmong communities due 
to their previously nomadic lifestyle. In contrast to the Hmong, the Black Thai and Tay 
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societies have strong matrilineal elements. Although land inheritance of women is not 
common, there are a few exceptions giving women fully individual use rights, including the 
rights to plant trees. In general, however, men and women are sharing their time and labour 
in all agricultural and forestry operations (Apel & Pham Van Viet 1998). Marketing of forest 
products such as bamboo shoots, medicinal plants and fuelwood is mainly done by women. 
Despite the strong involvement of women in collection and marketing of products from the 
forests, they do not play a role in setting management rules. 
 
 
3.1.3 Pressure on indigenous tenure regimes and forest management systems 
 
It is evident that indigenous tenure systems are not static. There are several driving forces 
that have weakened or even broken down traditional systems of resource tenure and 
management. The absence of formalised, legal rights have left local communities extremely 
vulnerable to demographic and economic changes, and the interests of outside actors. 
 
Population growth 
 
Population growth has been described as one of the major forces in the disintegration of 
indigenous systems of forest tenure and management. Undoubtedly, it is easier to protect 
forest resources at relatively low population densities. However, some authors state that 
traditional management systems have unceasingly adapted to natural population growth and 
even moderate in-migration during the past centuries. Increased population density would 
encourage communities to implement tighter controls on resource use (Poffenberger (ed.) 
1999). In a recent study on two provinces in northern Vietnam, however, Tachibana et al. 
(1999) found a positive correlation between population growth and deforestation. 
 
Indigenous tenure systems seem to be less resistant against massive immigration, especially 
if migration streams are tolerated or even promoted by state agencies, like in the case of 
resettlements described in the following section. 
 
Resettlement schemes and hydroelectric dams 
 
Both in Thailand and Vietnam, resettlement policies and ambitious dam project have 
dramatically increased pressure on indigenous systems of forest management. However, the 
direction of resettlement was different in both countries: while in northern Thailand many 
highlanders were forced to move out of fragile upper watersheds to the lowlands, millions of 
lowland Vietnamese were relocated from the overcrowded wetlands to the once sparsely 
populated uplands of northern and central Vietnam having a devastating effect on forest 
resources. De Koninck (1999) estimates that for every hectare of forest cleared by ethnic 
minorities, at least 20 ha of forest was destroyed by the agricultural practices of ethnic 
Vietnamese colonists. 
 
In the 1960s roughly one million people were encouraged to migrate from the densely 
populated Red River Delta to the Northern Midlands and Highlands. Under the government’s 
Fixed Cultivation and Sedentarization Programme (DFCS) 2.4 million people were resettled 
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in the period 1981-1990, mainly migrating from the Red River Delta to the Central Highlands 
(World Bank, 1995b). One of the objectives of this programme was to ‘sedentarise’ ethnic 
minorities and thus encourage permanent cultivation and socio-economic development. 
Recent violent clashes between resident ethnic minority groups and Vietnamese pioneer 
settlers in two provinces of the Central Highlands raises concerns about the social instability 
that these measures cause in the long run (Bangkok Post 9/2/2001). 
 
The construction of the Hoa Binh Dam, which now supplies energy for a major part of the 
country, forced the relocation of nearly 60,000 minority people who lost their irrigated 
paddies and dry fields and were driven to settle in higher altitudes on extremely steep slopes 
above the dam where they clear around 2,000 hectares of forest annually. Erosion of the 
upland slopes in this area has increased to such a degree that the projected life-span of the 
dam is estimated to be reduced from 300 years to only a few decades because of the 
increased sedimentation associated with run-off and erosion (Poffenberger, 1998). In 
neighbouring Son La province, the highest rate of population growth took place between 
1987 to 1994, when people formerly residing in the hydroelectric dam site of Hoa Binh 
province were resettled in Son La by the government. This rapid population growth was 
associated with a disruption of common management schemes of forests and accelerated 
deforestation in the uplands, as lowland irrigated rice fields are extremely scarce in this area 
(Tachibana et al. 1999). Current government plans to construct a dam in Son La province 
which would have twice the size of the Hoa Binh dam would cause the resettlement of an 
additional 100,000 people, according to official estimates (Ratner 2000, The Saigon Times 
Daily 16/2/2001). 
 
Thailand has a much longer history in dam construction than Vietnam. In 1995, the country 
had 26 large dams and reservoirs. In addition, there are various medium and small-sized 
dams and reservoirs across Thailand. Most of the stored water is used for agricultural 
purposes. More than 4.8 million ha of agricultural land benefits from these water storage 
facilities. However, the environmental impacts on forestry and fishery are enormous and both 
public awareness and local resistance against large-scale dam projects are on the rise as the 
recently emerging conflict on the Pak Moon dam in the northeastern province of Ubon 
Ratchathani shows clearly. 
 
Commercial logging 
 
Prior to the logging ban of 1989 in Thailand, the Royal Forest Department extended logging 
concessions to private enterprises often without recognising the domains of indigenous 
people. Communities were generally not able to protect their customary rights against the 
commercial interests of the logging companies. The situation was worsened by illegal 
logging. While the direct effects of commercial logging (reduced availability of forest products 
for forest-dependent people) are evident, the indirect effects are generally less perceived: 
firstly, the increased marginalisation of indigenous communities by national and local 
government services, often enforced by an ideology which labels local people as scapegoats 
of forest destruction, and secondly, logging companies are often followed by migrant 
populations who raise competition for resources including agricultural land.  
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As Thailand has become a net importer of roundwood in the 90s, the problem has been 
transferred to neighbouring countries such as Myanmar, Laos, Malaysia and Cambodia 
where people living within the boundaries of logging concession are reported to be prevented 
from cutting trees for fuel and construction and where hired guards protect the interests of 
the companies (Poffenberger et al. 1999). Vietnam is now importing a huge amount of timber 
from neighbouring Laos on an unprecedented scale. Having nothing else to sell, cash-
strapped Laos is using timber to pay off millions of dollars for infrastructure development 
projects contracted out to Vietnamese state-owned enterprises. The Vietnam-Laos timber 
connection has boomed since early 1999 following successful anti-export campaigns in 
neighbouring Cambodia whose rainforests were devastated by logging companies during the 
90s to meet Vietnam’s (and Thailand’s) growing demand for wood (German Press Agency 6 
June 2000). 
 
Commercial farming 
 
It has been argued that food crop cultivation on forest land generates an income of four to 
five times higher than from cultivation of forest tree crops (quoted from Tachibana et al. 
1999). Short-term profitability of commercial farming on cleared forest land is certainly even 
higher than the production of food crops. 
 
Commercial agriculture and horticultural development has had a strong impact both on the 
natural environment and on disintegration of communal management and tenure systems. 
On the one hand, lowland farmers encroached natural forests in the uplands by establishing 
commercial vegetable and fruit production systems thus putting pressure on local systems of 
forest protection. On the other hand, highland farmers themselves discovered the high 
economic profitability of cash crops after being connected to regional and national markets 
through development of infrastructure. Cultivation of fruits, vegetables and flowers decreased 
the dependency on forests products. The effects could differ from one region to another: it 
could lead to more forest encroachment through expansion of cash crop area or to a better 
protection of forests to ensure water supply to the irrigated fruit orchards and vegetable plots. 
 
Encroachment by tourist resorts and infrastructure facilities 
 
In recent years, development of tourist resorts like in the Chiang Mai and Chiang Rai area of 
northern Thailand or the area of Dalat in central Vietnam has put mounting pressure on 
indigenous systems of forest tenure and management. Recently, the Tourism Authority of 
Thailand has extended a loan of 600 million Baht (received from the World Bank‘s Social 
Investment Project) to the Royal Forest Department to build additional tourist facilities in 19 
protected areas throughout the whole country. These projects coincide with the ‘Visit 
National Parks 2000‘ campaign to promote ‘ecotourism‘. The program has recently raised 
criticism from several environmental groups who fear a sell-out of National Parks in Thailand 
(The Nation, 14 May 2000). 
 
Concessions for tourist resorts have been extended to private investors without taking into 
account traditional use rights of indigenous people. Although these might benefit 
economically to some extent from the tourist streams, the disrupture of cultural norms and 
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social structures can have disastrous effects on communal systems of forest management 
which require a high degree of social cohesion. 
 
 
3.2 State agencies: Interests in forest use and conservation and conflicts on 

forest management 
 
Indigenous management systems in many countries of Southeast Asia have been 
continuously undermined by government policies. These were progressively introduced to 
restrict local resource rights and to protect forests from encroachers. The following section 
will present state agencies in Thailand and Vietnam as the main actors in forest 
management. 
 
Changing socio-economic environments and conflicting expectations on development issues 
constitute considerable challenges for shaping land tenure systems, national forest policies 
and national development strategies. In the past, centralised and sectoral policies focussed 
primarily on generating revenue and foreign exchange in order to push national economic 
development. The contribution of these policies to a number of fundamental problems has 
rarely been taken into account. Among these were the increasing destruction of natural 
resources, the persistence of poverty among the majority of the rural population and the 
growing rural-urban income disparities caused by sectoral growth and structural changes 
(FAO 1995). 
 
Access to forest resources and their sustainable management are coming more and more 
into the focus of national policy debates about how to adjust forest policies to changing 
economic and social environments that meet national interests as well as local expectations 
and needs. The importance of vital forest and land resources as well as the decision who 
should have access to them has become a critical issue for further development activities in 
Southeast Asia. National land policies often fail because of the complexity and diversity of 
local tenure systems and the controversies between national policies and local demands and 
requirements. Finding solutions to these issues will be more difficult and complex as in most 
cases serious efforts on solving these problems started only when conflicts arose on a larger 
scale and when local tenurial systems were already disintegrated because of changing 
socio-economic environments (Cleary & Eaton 1996; Poffenberger 1997). 
 
 
3.2.1 Historical background of land and forest policies in Thailand 
 
Land policy 
 
Until today, only private or state ownership of land is legally recognised in Thailand. Private 
tenure regimes in agricultural land reflect strong social disparities: on the one hand, 
influential social groups control large land resources; on the other hand, the vast majority of 
the rural population has limited and insecure access to land. 
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The state’s land policies has focussed on different, in some cases even conflicting, 
strategies. Fuelled by the ideology of controlling people and resources, policy measures 
were used to foster development, to deal with social conflicts or, more recently, as an 
instrument to deal with environmental problems (Brenner, Schwarzmeier et al. 1999). This is 
reflected in a series of land codes with different terms and conditions under which land could 
be owned or requirements for obtaining legal titles. Conflicts between different land codes, 
but also between land codes and traditional or informal land tenure systems are common. All 
these factors, together with slow implementation, have facilitated illegal occupation of land, 
wide-spread sharecropping arrangements with limited use rights for tenants, encroachment 
on National Forest Reserves and destruction of forest resources (Hafner 1990). 
 
From a historical perspective it becomes clear why, taking into account the complexity of 
dealing with landlessness and tenure insecurity, most land reform programmes have been 
more concerned with tenancy or farm size issues rather than with details of access to land 
and forest. Pressure on agricultural land resources has always been released by expanding 
into forested areas, assuming relative abundance of natural forests. Only in the last three 
decades, closing land and forest frontiers resulted in political protest, leading to the 
Agricultural Land Reform Act in 1975 (Cleary & Eaton 1996). 
 
Current land policies have their roots in the most comprehensive land law, the Land Code, 
B.E. 2497 which has been formulated in 1954. However, it was not until 1961 that it came 
into force due to inadequate administration and the persistence of traditional land tenure 
systems in remote areas. The 1954 Land Code recognises a number of different land titles 
ranging from full legal ownership to no more than limited usufruct rights. Its critics argue that 
it encourages clearance of forest by recognising three steps of land acquisition: Occupancy, 
use, and finally legal ownership (Cleary & Eaton 1996, Hafner 1990). 
 
As land titles were only allocated on land not declared National Forest Reserves, land 
policies did not focus on solving or even understanding land and forest tenure problems 
within these reserves where traditionally most land acquisition took place. Hence, the most 
serious and intractable tenure problems have occurred in National Forest Reserves which 
account for about 40% of the countries area (Cleary & Eaton 1996). 
 
In order to solve land tenure problems within these areas, the government added a number 
of special land certificates to the complex array of already existing land titles. The most 
prominent examples were the S.T.K-Land Title and the Forest Village Programme, both 
initiated and implemented by the Royal Forest Department (see section 4.2.3). However, 
instead of solving land rights problems and protecting the remaining forest areas, these 
programmes actually led to additional land tenure insecurity, and consecutive forest 
clearance. This was due to constraints in the implementation and the overall framework of 
these programmes, namely limitations in farm size, an array of land certificates that confused 
its recipients and limited implementation facilities. 



Chapter 3 

 

28

 

Hafner (1990, p. 85) concludes that: 
 

”Although our evidence is far from conclusive, it suggests that land rights and 
legislation controls over land ownership have been a significant factor in the 
accelerated depletion of forest resources in Thailand. For the first half of the 
century these issues my have been less important, given the rather low 
population-land ratio and slow commercial growth….. In the post-war period, 
however, the more aggressive policy of legislative control over land has itself 
contributed to illegal occupation and use of land, particularly forest lands. The 
events following the promulgation of the 1954 Land Code and the rather 
ambiguous provisions for its implementation have encouraged the taking of 
underdeveloped or unoccupied land. In the contemporary situation of rapid 
population growth, an expanding cash economy, and a growing scarcity of land, 
there is an urgent need to clarify land legislation. Unless many of the problems 
surrounding land rights are resolved in an equitable and efficient manner, 
solutions to Thailand’s problems of forest depletion will remain elusive.” 

 
Governments efforts to manage deforestation therefore have been closely linked to land 
rights issues. In some cases, conflicting policies even within the Royal Forest Department 
and between different implementing agencies have been reported. The evolution of forest 
policies in Thailand is discussed in the following section. 
 
 
Forest policy 
 
The Royal Forest Department, looking back on a history of more than hundred years, has 
played a crucial role in both land rights and forest policies which are closely interlinked in 
major parts of Thailand. Since its establishment in 1896 with the aim to organise teak logging 
concessions in northern Thailand, national forest policy has been adjusted and formulated in 
reaction to changing social and political conditions of the country. The history of the Royal 
Forest Department shows the close linkages between deforestation and strategies for forest 
protection on the one hand and unsolved land right and forest right issues on the other. 
 
According to Pragtong and Thomas (1990) the evolution of the Thai forest policy until 1989 
can roughly be distinguished into four phases: 
 
Phase 1 (1896-1953): Forest harvest in the national interest 
 
During the first half of the 20th century, the main focus of national forest policy was on the 
regulation and control of forest exploitation by extending logging concessions. Forest 
ownership was formally claimed by the central government with the administration vested in 
the RFD (Bello et al. 1998). The relationship between governmental forest offices and local 
people was reduced to the provision of employment for local labourers who helped in all 
forest-related activities. 
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The Forest Protection and Reserve Act of 1938 and the Forest Act of 1941 were major 
national forestry policy measures safeguarding the state’s interests by setting aside forest 
land for the purpose of exploitation and explicitly separating forest and people by law. At that 
time, however, local conflicts rarely occurred as forests and agricultural land were still 
abundant and population densities remained low. By 1953 about 60% of Thailand’s area 
were forested. 
 
Phase 2 (1954-1967): State allocation of land for economic development 
 
National Forest Policy was strongly influenced by the shift from state control over forest land 
to the allocation of land to farmers in order to foster economic development by emphasising 
agricultural land use. The Land Act promulgated in 1954 provided the basis for most land 
classifications and the distribution of land. With the first Five Year Plan some important forest 
policies and legislative acts have been established, even though those policies were not 
particularly emphasised in the plan. Beside the revision of former forestry acts, the 
establishment of a Wildlife Reservation and Protection Act in 1960 and the National Parks 
Act in 1961 the first Five Year Plan were aiming at keeping a minimum area of 50% under 
forest cover, following a 1948 FAO recommendation. This figure later has been reduced to 
40% due to growing population pressure. 
 
The policies were far from being consistent; on the one hand, the focus was on forest 
protection, on the other hand, the government emphasised annual timber output and export. 
During this second phase, conflicts on land and forest ownership between the government 
and local communities emerged. Free access to timber for rural households has been more 
or less abolished with the 1960 Forest Act revision. The Reserved Forest Act, passed in 
1964, gave the government more freedom in designing and declaring National Forest 
Reserves without taking into account traditional local settlement schemes and legal land 
claims secured by former laws and regulations. In the North and in the Northeast, the 
situation was aggravated by concerns about national security. 
 
During this period the replacement of forest land by agriculture accelerated. Deforestation for 
agricultural purposes was much stronger in the Northeast than in the North, mostly due to 
landscape, traditional land use systems and socio-economic reasons. Forest cover in 
Thailand declined to 48% in 1967, while the area of farm holdings increased to 26%. 
 
Phase 3 (1968-1980): The vanishing Forest Frontier 
 
The vanishing Forest Frontier Area has been marked by two contradictory forest policies 
implemented during that time: (1) the re-implementation of a long-term concession system 
and (2) the encouragement of permanent settlements in National Forest Reserves and other 
remote areas.  
 
In order to support the national economic development efforts and mobilise the national 
forest resources, the government paved the way for the implementation of a nation-wide 
program to re-establish concession systems based on 30-year rotation terms which were 
suspended during World War II. Under this program more than 500 concession areas were 
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certified covering nearly 40% of the country’s land area, therefore exceeding the actual 
existing forest cover by far. Explanations of the reasons for the sharp increase of settlements 
and agricultural areas go beyond the growing population pressure. Agricultural development 
projects set up to support the overall economic development played a crucial role in the 
ongoing destruction of forest resources. Moreover, national forest policies encouraged 
farmers to settle in National Forest Reserves (NFR) by several programs like the Forest 
Village projects or the S.T.K. projects2 which involve the issuing of land certificates in 
National Forest reserve areas. 
 
Beside the above mentioned agricultural promotion in rural areas other factors affected forest 
policies during this phase: the political instability within Thailand (military coups) and between 
Thailand and the neighbouring countries during the 70s. To fight communist infiltration 
through the forests, rural settlements were encouraged in remote border areas. Infrastructure 
was considerably improved to better control remote areas3. Driven by security and stability 
interests, the Ministry of Interior granted legal rights to settlements within NFR areas 
providing them with governmental services and infrastructure. All these factors led to a sharp 
increase in settlements in NFR, without even taking into account special protection status like 
National Parks or concession areas. By 1980, nearly 36% of the country has been designed 
NFR being covered by Concessions whereas the actual forest cover has been reduced to 
only about 32% (17% in the Northeast and 54% in the North). 
 
Phase 4 (1981 – 1988): Forest and land policy in transition 
 
With the return of more political stability, rapid industrialisation and dynamic economic growth 
characterised the development path, before the financial crisis in 1997 led to a severe 
setback. The dramatic loss of forest resources, expansion of agriculture, growing conflicts 
over forest, land and other natural resources have been declared a national issue reflected 
by several development plans. Forest policy focussed on the issuing of land certificates 
within NFR but at the same time starting to controversially suppressing locals in protected 
areas in the name of environmental protection. During this phase, private business got 
increasingly involved in reforestation activities, mainly with fast growing trees such as 
eucalyptus designed for the timber, paper and pulp industry. 
 
The concern about deforestation became a nation-wide issue and even caught the attention 
of the world in November 1988 when a flood in southern Thailand claimed over a hundred 
lives. In public opinion, this catastrophe was linked to encroached and deforested watershed 
areas. The incidence led to the decision of the government to put a country-wide ban on all 
logging activities. 

                                                 
2 S.T.K. = Sit Ti Tam Kin (Thai for ’right to harvest’); see also section 4.2.3 
3 In 1954, villages in the Northeast were on average 14.5 km off from an all weather road, whereas by 

1980 nearly each village was less than one km away from a road. 
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3.2.2 Current land and forest policy trends in Thailand 
 
 
The post-logging era and the emergence of the controversies on the community forest 
bill 
 
Thailand‘s current forest policy goes back to the 1985 National Forest Policy (NFPo) and has 
been further specified in the Thai Forestry Sector Master Plan (TFSMP) in 1994 that has 
been prepared with the consultancy of a Finnish Forestry Agency. One of the main goals was 
the revival of the target to maintain 40% of the area of the country under forest cover of 
which 15% would be designated protected forest and 25% commercial forest. The figures 
later have been changed into 25% protected and 15% commercial forest due to pressure by 
environmental and human right groups after the 1989 logging ban. The TFSMP later refined 
the dividing up of forest land by its so called “Protected Area System” of ‘conservation 
forests‘, ‘multipurpose forests‘, which would be divided into several uses including community 
forestry, and degraded land designated for land reform or private use (Bello et al. 1998). 
What has been introduced as new ways in forest management and conservation drew heavy 
critics due to its commercial-industrial focus. The forest issue has further developed to a 
development tool supporting national economic development strategies not primarily 
focussing on decentralised sustainable rural development processes. And indeed, one of the 
main points in the TFSMP was the establishment of some 20 million rai (3.2 million ha) of 
forest plantations in order to reduce importation of wood products and to strengthen export 
revenues (mainly wood chips for the pulp and paper industry). Critics focussed on the strong 
separation into commercial and protected forests due to the lack of concepts for sustainable 
forest management schemes that includes both the utilisation and protection of forests, the 
heavy dependence on private afforestation efforts, and the lack of strategies on community 
based forest management. 
 
Bello et al. (1998) concluded that these forest policies might even lead to further destruction 
of Thailand‘s remaining forest resources: 
 

“Given its commercial-industrial bias, the Master Plan, according to Thai NGOs, 
was likely to worsen rather than alleviate Thailand‘s forest crisis because it would 
increase encroachment into natural forests by commercial wood enterprises, 
whether run by small farmers or by big entrepreneurs. But even as small farmers 
were portrayed as beneficiaries, in fact, the driving force and main beneficiary of 
the plan would be the wood and wood-based industry. ‘Rural communities will be 
further marginalised‘, noted one NGO commentary, ‘while their farm land and 
community forests are subordinated for tree plantations for the wood industry” 
(Bello et al. 1998, p. 198) 



Chapter 3 

 

32

 

The ongoing debate on the Community Forest Bill4 
 
The ongoing debate on a Community Forest Bill in Thailand illustrates different perceptions 
on the relationship between people and forests. In the 80s the growing resistance against 
forest policy by NGOs, farmers movements, academics and the public brought different 
forms of local community involvement into the discussion on forest policy. Even though more 
community involvement has been mentioned already in the 1985 National Forest Policy this 
has been regarded by critics as “…employing the language of community participation…” 
(Bello et al. 1998, p. 197), based on the international discussion on a social forestry 
approach for a new forest policy. The discussion in Thailand, however, became a hot political 
issue following the logging ban in 1989 when in the same year a national meeting of NGOs 
formally called on the government to issue a Community Forest Bill. Demands for community 
forest rights received national media presence in the Huai Kaew case in Northern Thailand, 
where an MP‘s wife encroached onto communally used forest ostensibly for private 
reforestation. After protests, the RFD was forced to concede the community the right to 
manage the forest for the first time (Brenner, Schwarzmeier et al. 1999). Since then various 
draft bills have been elaborated by government organisations, NGOs, scientists and various, 
often changing coalitions between these organisations, which have been agreed upon, later 
shelved, rewritten, openly discussed, revised, in some cases even had its part in parliament 
dissolutions. 
 
Although the different drafts have been changing, the main conflict lines remained the same. 
They are partly summarised under the three following issues which were discussed during a 
well-published public hearing on the Community Forestry Bill in May 1997: 
 

• Community forest areas, dealing with questions of locating community forests in 
different area categories with special emphasis on protected areas; 

• Activities and residence of people with community forests, discussing whether or not 
local people are able to manage and protect forest resources sustainable; 

• Management and monitoring of community forests, focusing on management, 
monitoring and evaluation procedures by committees on village, provincial and national 
levels. 

 
Community forest areas 
 
A clear distinction was made between protected and non-protected areas as to the 
possibilities for community forest establishment and type and extent of activities to be 
permitted. The conclusion of the hearing’s committee on that matter was to allow community 
forests to be established in protected areas provided that villagers can prove their residency 
prior to the aerial survey for the 1:4 000 map in 1993 and that their living culture supports 
sustainable forest management. 
 

                                                 
4 This section builds largely upon the paper of Brenner, Schwarzmeier, et al. 1999. 
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This suggestion to generally accept community forests in protected areas posed the question 
how to determine the scope of possible activities. The outcome of the hearings debate so far 
suggested that in protected areas the emphasis should be on conservation and the 
development of the environmental and biological diversity state. In other areas there may be 
more scope for use oriented management. However, a clear specification of type and extent 
of activities was missing. These conclusions refer to the Wang Nam Khiew resolution of the 
Cabinet in April 22 1997, the general policy statement recognising that man and forest can 
co-exist.  
 
However this resolution was revoked in June 30th, 1998 with a resolution introducing the 
new zoning category of ‘ecologically sensitive areas’. With this resolution the principle of co-
existence of people and forests is questioned again. The term ‘ecological sensitive area’ 
reintroduces and strengthens the strategy of functional territorialisation. It can be used as 
justification for evictions and resettlements out of the ‘Protected Area System’ planned by the 
RFD, even more so, as clear criteria for such a category have not been specified. 
 
Activities and residence of people with community forests 
 
The second topic of the hearing, whether or not local people are at all capable of managing 
forest resources sustainably, was closely related to the relevance of traditional knowledge 
and land use systems. 
 
There appears to be a common agreement that communal forest management can benefit 
from the integration of indigenous knowledge and traditionally sustainable land use systems. 
Supporters of communal forest management see commitment and responsibility for sound 
natural resource management strengthened if villagers are permitted to apply their own 
traditional rules for sustainable forest use. In their opinion community controlled forest 
management will also encourage community members to contribute to forest protection and 
will help to regulate forest use of people who are not community members, thus reducing 
locally initiated forest destruction. Likewise, respective forest management plans can 
respond to a variety of local needs, they are more likely to address the specific demands of 
underprivileged and poor village groups, consequently reducing social conflict within the 
community. 
 
Opponents, however, argued that the growing influence of external factors leading to 
changing values and socio-economic priorities might override traditional, communal decision-
making. According to them, existing traditions of forest use do not necessarily meet the 
requirements of modern forest management. New rules and regulations borne out of the 
recent discussion on community forestry may be adopted but may not be effective if they are 
incompatible with local traditions. Furthermore they fear local forest management plans might 
tend to let economic necessities take priority over ecological aspects, thus jeopardising 
sustainable forest management and mechanisms of social control. 
 
Therefore, in addition to legalising established community traditions in conservation and 
sustainable use of forests, it was concluded that an institutional framework for the 
elaboration, implementation and control of local management plans is essential. 
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Management and monitoring of community forests 
 
A common agreement had been achieved on the establishment of community forest 
committees on village, provincial and national levels. Irrespective of composition and specific 
functions of these committees, advocates of local self-determination questioned, whether this 
institutional set-up permits real self-reliance of local communities or remains tied to the 
traditions of centralised government control masked with popular labels such as 
‘participation’ and ‘co-operation’. 
 
Critics argued that neither time schedules for inspections, nor clear criteria for the evaluation 
procedures were formulated. Without such criteria the assessment of ecosystems and 
human impact, for instance as to the type and level of forest degradation, would be futile. 
Supporters pointed out that even the most sophisticated monitoring system is likely to fail if a 
too technocratic Community Forest Bill leaves little room for community-centred approaches. 
 
Other key issues addressed by the public hearing 
 
Important issues not covered by the agenda of the hearing but emerged as key issues in the 
discussion were the questions of land rights and the legal status of communities. NGOs 
supporting the interests of local people hope that the designation of community forests in 
protected areas might help to promote a legal basis for settlement within such areas. As the 
drafts confuse what is to be understood by the term ‘community’ there is room for different, 
often contradicting definitions to be applied as deemed useful. These NGOs, however, share 
the fears of conservationists that this may open the gates for powerful individuals and local 
groups to profit in their own favour. 
Another omission is the lack of consistency within the national legal framework. The 
Community Forest Bill Draft suggests forest management activities that contradict other laws 
and regulations, in particular concerning protected area categories. Although it is stated in 
the Draft Bill that in general its regulations take priority over other laws, there are a number of 
passages that could be interpreted in a different or even opposite way.  
 
 
3.2.3 Evolution of land and forest policies in Vietnam 
 
Land policy under the French colonial regime 
 
During the second half of the 19th century, France successively colonised Vietnam and 
imposed a legal culture that co-existed and sometimes clashed with the norms of the 
traditional Vietnamese society. The French colonisers were principally interested in 
extracting the productive potential of the lowlands and midlands. The establishment of huge 
rubber plantations and the cultivation of other cash crops was done without considering 
customary ownership rights in land or natural forests. Benefits were reaped by French and 
Vietnamese absentee landlords who had large estates worked by landless peasants and 
labourers (Corlin 1999). 
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The highlands, at that time sparsely inhabited by ethnic minority groups, were considered 
‘white spots‘ on the map, without any economic interest for the colonisers. However, some 
groups living in the mountain valleys, like the Black Thai and Tay, established closer links 
with the colonial administration (Corlin 1999). As a consequence, they were authorised by 
the French to exploit highland minorities like the Hmong and Dzao in various ways, such as 
encroaching in the forests which the latter considered their ancestral property. 
 
Land, tree and forest tenure from 1954-1980 
 
After independence from France in 1954, the government of North Vietnam nationalised both 
agricultural and forest land. Co-operatives were set up to constitute the basic management 
unit of agricultural production. After reunification in 1975, the collective system was extended 
to the South. However, collectivisation led to major food shortages throughout the whole 
country in the late 1970s (Tachibana et al. 1999). 
 
Particular ethnic minorities, living in more remote and less permanent settlements in the 
highlands (such as the Hmong), were largely neglected by government policies. They were 
rarely organised in co-operatives and land policies at that time had a limited influence on 
their customary land tenure system. In most of the villages traditional cropping systems 
under shifting cultivation continued to exist (Kirchmann & Neef 1999). 
 
During the collective system, exclusive management of national forests was assigned to 
State Forest Enterprises (SFE) which were entitled to exploit the forests, to process and 
market extracted timber products, and to reforest barren hills or even establish new forest 
plantations (Apel & Van Viet Pham 1998). State policy at that time aimed at separating local 
people from their forests. 
 
In the 1960s and 1970s logging of large forest areas in the Northwest was intensified to fund 
the war and post-war reconstruction, and to accommodate lowland settlers. Timber 
extraction in the Central Highlands by State Forest Enterprises and logging by rural 
households increased in the 1970s when millions of lowland Vietnamese moved in from the 
Red River Delta (see 5.1). Existing national forest cover declined from 42 percent in 1943 to 
36 percent in 1973 (Poffenberger et al. 1998). 
 
By the 1980s, 19 million hectares out of Vietnam’s total land area of 33 million hectares had 
been classified as state forest land. State Forest Enterprises held over 4 million hectares, 
conducting logging activities on 150,000 hectares annually for commercial timber 
exploitation. The failure of State Forest Enterprises to sustain productive forests and protect 
fragile watersheds created growing concern among policy makers and initiated a series of 
policy reforms (Poffenberger et al. 1998). 
 
Land and forest allocation programs from 1981-1999 
 
Recent land allocation policy in Vietnam has evolved through three main reforms all directed 
towards greater individualised land ownership and control. Firstly, the Directive 100 in 1981 
initiated a first stage in devolution of responsibility for agricultural production to farm 
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households. Secondly, the first land law and Resolution 10 in 1988 led to a large scale 
decollectivisation in most parts of the country. The third stage, initiated in 1993, has allocated 
land use rights to farm households providing long term security for agricultural activities. The 
1993 Land Law, based on the principles of the 1992 Constitution, guarantees to farmers 
long-term use rights for a period of 20 years for annual crops and aquaculture to 50 years for 
forest and perennial crops. These rights are secured by so-called red book certificates which 
can be leased, mortgaged, and transferred under certain conditions. 
 
A unique characteristic of the Vietnamese land tenure reform is the allocation of forest land 
to individual farmers. Forest lands and formerly forested areas can be allocated to volunteer 
farm households on the basis of a 50 years lease under the condition that the beneficiaries 
engage in reforestation by means of tree planting and regeneration measures. However, the 
main recipients of forest allocation processes are still state organisations. From the 6 million 
hectares of forest land allocated between 1993 and 1996, a total of 4.5 million (73 percent) 
was given to state forest enterprises and other state organisations, while individual 
households received only 1 million hectares (18 percent). The remaining 0.5 million hectares 
(9 percent) were extended to collective bodies (Christ & Kloss 1998). 
 
The major part of individual households which benefited from forest allocation, however, did 
not receive full management rights. Under current regulations, forest land can be allocated in 
two different ways: (1) allocation of a land use certificate (LUC) based on a management 
agreement (khe uoc) and (2) assignment of forest land based on a protection contract (hop 
dong). The latter does not allow extraction of firewood or wood for construction without 
applying to the ‘forest owner’ represented by the state organisation. Moreover, recipients of a 
protection contract are not allowed to construct a house on the contracted land which 
restricts their customary use rights considerably. The ‘beneficiary’ of a protection contract 
receives an annual protection fee of 50,000 VND per hectare (around 4 US-$) which does 
not provide a strong incentive to take measures of regeneration. Thus, recipients are more 
likely to act as forest guardians (Apel & Van Viet Pham 1998). Allocation of land use 
certificates with more complete management rights for individuals is restricted to barren land 
designated for reforestation and regeneration. 
 
The fact that the process of allocating public forest land to individual households has 
proceeded so slowly reflects the complexity of the land reform process. Carrying-out land 
surveys, negotiating use rights, and issuing certificates for each plot involves high 
administrative costs. Land allocation programs throughout many developing countries also 
tend to be manipulated to the advantage of village elites and local officials, while low-income, 
forest-dependent, indigenous people have often been left behind (Poffenberger 1998). A 
further problem is that the issuing of land use certificates for agricultural purposes and the 
allocation of forest land is usually done by different state agencies with competing interests. 
While the Department of Land Administration is responsible for agricultural land allocation, 
the Forest Protection Department allocates forest land. 
 
One of the major problems in issuing land use certificates for forest land especially in 
mountainous regions is the difficult distinction between agricultural and forest land. The 
forest administration classifies land on the basis of potential or desired use instead of actual 
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land use. Large areas of degraded forests, forest land without trees, barren lands or unused 
land are actually used for agricultural purposes, e.g. for rotational shifting cultivation. This 
creates conflicts with highlanders who depend on these forest-based agricultural practices 
(Christ & Kloss 1998). 
 
Decree 327 Regreening of barren hills and consecutive national programs 
 
In parallel with land and forest allocation process, a major programme under the umbrella of 
the Vietnamese land use policy has been undertaken for upland development. This is the 
Decree 327 ‘Restoration of Barren Land’ initiated in 1993 The main objective pursued by this 
programme is described by Sikor (1995) as converting unoccupied land, denuded hilly areas, 
and degraded forests to a productive use. The program consisted of three main elements: (1) 
protection of existing natural forests, (2) stimulation of natural regeneration of forest areas 
through annual contracts, and (3) establishment of forest plantations (Apel & Pham Van Viet 
1998). 
 
The success of Decree 327 has been limited due to lack of participation by local people, 
diverting of funds for other purposes, and poor planning (World Bank, 1995, Sikor, 1998). 
The program was lacking clarity how to manage conflicting interests between forest policies, 
agricultural and rural development, and poverty alleviation While labour and land was totally 
provided by individual households, 60% of the benefits were assigned to the state. Thus, 
households did not have incentives to engage in this program (Apel & Pham Van Viet 1998).  
 
Jamieson et al. (1998) states that the program was refocused by Decree 556 issued in 1995. 
This decree specified the rural household as the key actor in restoration of barren land and 
protection of natural resources. Rural households, however, face major constraints in 
implementing these objectives due to constraints in both capital and labour. 
In 1998, the Decree 327 and 556 programs was followed, i.e. replaced by the so-called ‘5 
million ha program’ (Decree 661). This program aims at establishing 2 million ha of protection 
forest and 3 million ha of production forest from 1998-2010. From the 3 million ha of 
production forest, 2 million ha are foreseen to provide raw material for paper production, 
while 1 million ha can be planted with fruit trees and other perennial cash crops (Apel & 
Pham Van Viet, 1998). If this ambitious target could be achieved, Vietnam would have the 
degree of forest cover which it had in the year of independence. The program is mainly 
directed towards regeneration of barren hills. Critical observers state that the implementation 
of the program will result in additional pressure on traditional land use systems who rely on 
these barren lands (Christ & Kloss 1998). 
 
The guiding principle of this program, however, is that local people should be the main 
beneficiaries from the forest activities. Even in the protection forests, protection contract 
holders should be entitled to use a certain amount of fuelwood and other forest products for 
subsistence purposes. Products from plantation forests can be marketed without restrictions. 
According to the proponents, this program expands the possibilities of private forestry. Land 
classified as production forest could be leased to farm households or individuals to plant 
perennial cash crops (e.g. coffee, tea, rubber, fruit trees). However, the prospects for 
community forestry are limited. Under the 5 million ha program it is not planned to provide a 
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legal basis for groups of households or for communities below commune level to receive land 
use certificates (LUCs) for existing forest or forest land (Apel & Pham Van Viet, 1998). 
 
The first results that have been published since the implementation of the Decree 661 
suggest at least some technical success. In 2000, the second year of the national 
programme, Vietnam planted 250,000 ha of forest. The establishment of an additional 
220,000 ha of forest is planned in 2001, including 100,000 ha of protected forest and 
120,000 ha for paper, mining and chip board production (Vietnam News Agency, 13/1/2001). 
 
Recently, Vietnam started a pilot phase of forest certification following the guidelines and 
criteria of the Forest Stewardship Council (FSC). However, it is too early to analyse the 
impact of forest certification on forest management and tenure issues in Vietnam5. 
 
 
3.2.4 Conclusion 
 
The evolution of land, tree and forest policies in Thailand and Vietnam and their current 
controversies suggest completely different approaches. In contrast to the still dominating 
state paradigm of forest management and strongly enforced restrictions on agricultural land 
use in sensitive watersheds and protected areas of Thailand, current land and forest policies 
in Vietnam are aiming at a large-scale devolution of the use, management and governance 
of natural resources. The different scenarios at the regional and local level that arise from 
these divergent policies are presented in the case studies in the following chapters. 

                                                 
5 It is beyond the scope of this study to discuss the issue of forest certification. We refer to the 

comprehensive working paper of Vallejo & Hauselmann (2000) for a review on institutional 
requirements for forest certification and to Elliot (2000) for a critical policy perspective on forest 
certification. Useful up-to-date information can also be found under www.gtz.de/forest_certification. 



Case Studies from Thailand and Vietnam 

 

39

4 STATE CONTROL, DEVOLUTION OF RESOURCE MANAGEMENT AND 
LOCAL RESPONSES - CASE STUDIES FROM THAILAND AND 
VIETNAM 

 
 
4.1 Watersheds, forest reserves, and national parks – State control of forests 

versus rights of ethnic minorities 
 
In Southeast Asia, there are approximately 100 million people residing on land classified as 
public forests. In Thailand, 14 to 16 million people live in areas declared as forest reserves, 
critical head watersheds, national parks and wildlife sanctuaries (Lynch & Talbott 1995). 
 

4.1.1 Forest policies, tenure insecurity and farmers’ responses in 
mountainous regions of Thailand and Vietnam 

 
For decades, government policies towards ethnic minorities living in erosion-prone and 
ecologically fragile highland areas of northern Thailand have been led by top-down 
approaches following the concept that minorities are a threat to natural resources, especially 
forests, because of their traditional life style and cultivation practices (Ganjanapan 1998). 
Hence, various pressures exerted on the minorities are aimed at forcing these formerly 
mobile groups to settle in „fixed“ villages, to abandon traditional shifting cultivation and to 
adopt permanent cultivation. These groups often live under insecure property rights without 
legal basis on their land, and are permanently threatened by relocation out of fragile areas. 
 
In the sixties and seventies, forest areas in the northern part of Thailand were encroached by 
„hilltribe“ people mainly for subsistence production of upland rice and maize and opium 
production for cash. The Thai government at that time introduced policies providing incentives to 
shift from poppy to other crops which should provide sufficient income to the ethnic minorities, 
and also promoted permanent cropping systems in order to mitigate deforestation problems as 
a result of the traditional agricultural practice known as “shifting cultivation” or „pioneer 
swiddening“ especially for growing opium, upland rice and maize. While opium production has 
drastically declined within the eighties and early nineties (i.e. the problem has been transferred 
to other countries such as Myanmar), environmental problems and natural resource degradation 
in highland areas are seriously growing. 
 
Table 6: Reforestation in the watershed areas of Thailand 1986 - 1993 

Year Reforested area (ha) Year Reforested area (ha) 

1986 9.336 1990 12.176 

1987 8.728 1991 12.995 

1988 8.539 1992 13.040 

1989 7.584 1993 15.136 

Source: Nalampoon 1995, quoted in Knuepfer 1999 
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Hence, from the beginning of the nineties, Thailand has significantly increased its efforts in 
restoring the forests in critical watersheds, especially in northern Thailand (see table 6). This 
has put increasing pressure on ethnic minorities as regards their scarce resource endowment. 
The various responses of villagers in watersheds of northern Thailand are exemplified in the 
following case study. 
 
Case study of Doi Mae Salong, Chiang Rai province, northern Thailand6 
 
The study comprises two villages (Ban Tart and Ban Pakhasukjai) in Mae Salong and Mae 
Chan watershed in Chiang Rai province. This area is one of the most fragile regions of the 
highlands in northern Thailand. Being a traditional gateway for hilltribe people from Myanmar 
and Southern China, it has been affected by a drastic decline of forest cover and dwindling 
soil fertility. Improved natural resource management has emerged as a major national concern 
in recent years. Especially the diminishing of primary forests in northern watersheds has 
become crucial as a consequence of the substantial demand for land in both agricultural and 
non-agricultural sectors to meet growing food demands and to enhance economic development. 
Extensive reforestation by the Royal Forest Department (RFD) has taken place in the early 90s. 
 
In Ban Tard, Mae Salong watershed, land claims by the Royal Forest Department (RFD) 
started in 1991, only one year after the official recognition of the village. 90% of the 
agricultural land was claimed for reforestation without any consultation or participation of the 
farmers concerned. The workers for the RFD were recruited outside the village. As the 
villagers were regarded as illegal encroachers in this area, they received no compensation 
for the loss of the land which they considered as their own customary property. In the 
following years most of the claimed land was reforested mainly with pine trees which has 
negative effects on undergrowth bio-diversity and can not be used for traditional forest 
grazing. 
 
Land loss in Ban Pakhasukjai was less severe (around 20% of the total farm land) because 
of the intervention of a local NGO. The Hill Area Development Foundation (HADF) could 
negotiate some co-management arrangements between the RDF and the villagers who are 
allowed to manage the forest around the village by themselves. For some small cash income 
most of the families in Ban Pakasukjai took part in the reforestation program. They were 
supposed to plant trees which they could partly select by themselves, and to take care of the 
area which had already been reforested. The reforestation project was financed mainly by 
the Thai National Bank, the seedlings were provided by the RFD. Only one member of each 
household was allowed to take part in the reforestation activities during five days per month. 
The wage was 90 Baht per day. These 450 Baht each household could earn per month were 
in many cases the only regular off-farm cash income (Knuepfer 1999). However, the project 
was terminated in 1998 leaving the villagers with no off-farm employment and a forest they 
had helped to establish, but which they are not allowed to use at all. 
 

                                                 
6 This case study builds largely upon the findings of the team field research during an Interdisciplinary 

Study Project (Neef & Sangkapitux 1997) and an individual field research of Knuepfer (1999). 
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To avoid further land claims by the Royal Forest Department, farmers in both villages 
adopted various strategies identified by a field study from Knuepfer (1999). The most 
common strategy as a response of farmers to increasing land insecurity caused by 
reforestation program is to plant fruit trees, as it is generally believed that land planted with 
trees or other perennial crops will not be claimed for reforestation. Other strategies observed 
in the area are the conversion of rain-fed into terraced land for paddy, adoption of soil 
conservation measures (e.g. contour lines and hedgerows), and a shift from fallow systems 
to permanent cultivation. Most of these strategies are regarded as sustainable land use and 
supposed to protect farmland from being claimed by RFD, even though benefits of these 
long-term investments are not perceived by the villagers. The construction of rice terraces 
and the establishment of contour lines, which are labour-intensive and costly, are only 
applied in Ban Pakhasukjai where a local NGO is extending credit to farmers willing to 
practice ‘conservation farming’. Having no support from external organisations, the strategy 
of villagers in Ban Thad is to adopt permanent cultivation, thus abandoning their traditional 
fallow systems, as being informed that fallow fields are extremely jeopardised by claims of 
RFD (Knuepfer 1999). 
 
Beside these individual strategies adopted to resist afforestation activities by forest agencies, 
villagers also apply several communal strategies. Some communities in upland watersheds 
of northern Thailand are developing collaborative resource management systems with the 
help of NGOs and university researchers. Villages sharing the same sub-catchment have 
begun to establish rules and to organise meetings to jointly plan land use and forest 
management. 
 
The case study of northern Vietnam presented in box 5 underlines the fact that tenure 
insecurity, against commonly held views, does not necessarily prevent farmers from planting 
trees and making long-term investments. If farmers believe that these investments will 
secure long-term land use rights and reduce insecurity of tenure, they . 
 
Box 5: Tenure insecurity and adoption of agroforestry systems 

Under tenure insecurity, Dzao minority farmers in Cho Don district, Bac Can province adopted 
agroforesty systems for erosion control in order to be viewed as „conservers“, even though they did 
not perceive soil erosion as a major problem. This is supported by the evidence that they do not use 
the stalks and leaves of the leguminous bushes to improve soil fertility and control erosion in the 
uplands, as recommended by extension workers, but carry the mulch to their lowland paddy fields to 
improve rice yields. Highland farmers in this area believe that the adoption of agro-forestry puts them 
in a better position to obtain long-term land use certificates in sloping land. 

Source: Gutekunst 1999, Neef 2000 

 
The main conclusion from these findings is that the relationship between land tenure and 
long-term investments such as tree planting has to be carefully analysed prior to any 
intervention in land tenure regimes. 
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4.1.2 Highland-lowland conflicts in watershed areas 
 
The conflict between highland ethnic minorities and lowland Thai farmers over forest and 
water has become increasingly acute in many parts of northern Thailand. To fight poppy 
cultivation for opium production in highland areas a series of bi- and multilateral rural 
development programmes have introduced alternative cash crops such as fruit trees and 
input-intensive vegetables. Compared with opium, these crops need more land, and have a 
higher water requirement. Ethnic groups like the Hmong who formerly relied on poppy 
cultivation, had to clear more forest land to grow cabbage and other cash crops on a large 
scale. They are now accused by lowland Thais to be responsible for forest destruction and 
for reducing the water flow to downstream fruit orchards that are of high economic interest to 
them (see box 6). Hmong villagers argue that they had co-operated with the government and 
development projects in past crop replacement and reforestation programs (Tungittiplakorn 
1994). 
 

Box 6: Conflict between highlanders and lowland dwellers in Chom Thong district, 
Northern Thailand 

One of the most prominent examples of highland-lowland conflict in northern Thailand is the district of 
Chom Thong where the situation escalated in the last years. Lowland people and their supporters, 
mainly the conservationist Dhammanart Foundation, demand the relocation of upland Hmong 
communities out of the Mae Klang and Mae Soi watersheds, accusing them of forest destruction and 
overuse of water for irrigation. The Hmong and their supporters state, however, that they have a 
proven capacity to conserve natural resources, and even assisted in forest regeneration of the upper 
parts of the watershed. 

Recent expansion of fruit tree orchards (mainly longan) in the lowlands resulted in an increasing use 
of water for irrigation. In 1998, 40 percent of the trees died from drought. Lowland villagers see the 
main culprit in the ‘destructive’ agricultural practices of the highland Hmong and founded a 
‘Conservation Club’ to strengthen their claims for resettlement of the highlanders. However, they admit 
that pine plantations established under the Royal Forest Department have also contributed to current 
water shortages. 

The Hmong people see climate changes (El Nino) as the main cause of these shortages. They have 
been assisted by various national and bilateral development projects to adopt current agricultural 
practices. Recently, they started to plant temperate fruit trees which require less land than cabbage 
and potatoes which they were asked to grow previously. They state that they strictly monitor use rights 
of community members in the reservation forest and do not allow any use of conservation forest which 
they claim to have established during a campaign in honour of her Majesty the Queen. 

In June 1998, the Dhammanart Foundation put a fence around the conservation forest to protect the 
area which is part of the recently declared Ob Luang National Park. To date, the conflict remains 
unresolved. 

Sources: Watershed 1998 

 
Major losers in highland-lowland conflicts are often ethnic minorities living in the intermediate 
zone between highlands and lowlands like the Karen and Lua in Thailand and the Dzao in 
northern Vietnam. These areas are affected by the pressure from commercial lowlanders and 
the expanding population in the highlands. Moreover, the distinction between land classified 
as agricultural land and forest land in these intermediate zones is extremely difficult and 
often based on presumptions made by government agencies. 
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4.1.3 Farming in National Parks and Forest Reserves – Contradictory policies 
 
Until recently, the concept of National Parks and other protected areas was mainly 
dominated by conservationists’ view that preservation of natural forests is best achieved by 
separating them from people. This concept that was uncritically transferred from Western 
countries to the developing world has often led to forced resettlement, abuse of indigenous 
people’s rights, and a breakdown of customary systems of resource management. The 
potential for conflict is great because the areas that are rich in bio-diversity tend to be 
occupied by marginal people. Resources that are common on a local level might be 
extremely rare on a global level (Fisher et al. 1997). 
 
The premise that nature has to be protected from any human intervention has a long 
tradition. Even the world’s first National Park, established at Yellowstone in 1872, involved 
the forced resettlement of the indigenous Shoshone Indians. According to the World 
Conservation Union (IUCN) 70 percent of the world’s protected areas are, in fact, inhabited - 
mainly by indigenous people. Although these people have clearly defined rights under 
international law, their rights, especially in resource tenure, have been continuously ignored 
and violated by government-led conservation policies (Colchester 1996). 
 
 
The case of Thailand 
 
In 1994, 13 areas in northern Thailand were designated as National Parks. This number 
increased to 20 National Parks and Wildlife Sanctuaries by the year 1998. Over night, 
hundreds of local communities living in these areas have become illegal residents, and many 
of them have been forced to move out (Watershed 1998). Backed by national environmental 
groups and fuelled by Western concepts of nature conservation, the Royal Forest 
Department (RFD) has increasingly adopted a conservationist role in the 90s as its traditional 
function of managing logging has dwindled with the logging ban in 1989 (Vandergeest 
1996b). 
 
However, policies towards ethnic minorities and other groups in protected forest reserves 
have not been very consistent. While various government agencies and project initiatives 
have improved infrastructure, provided agricultural inputs, and introduced new cash crops in 
villages located in protected areas, environmental groups and forest agencies have 
continued to call for massive relocation of villages from critical watersheds. 
 
Somewhat paradoxically, in the National Parks of Doi Inthanon and Doi Suthep in Chiang 
Mai province where agricultural activities are officially banned, villagers continue to 
intensively grow fruits, flowers and vegetables within the park‘s boundaries, partly under 
assistance the Royal Projects which were established through the initiative of the King of 
Thailand. Thus, the formal insecurity of tenure due to lack of legal recognition of land use 
rights by some government agencies is counteracted by strong institutional support from 
other agencies leading to a de facto tenure security. 
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Calls for reforms of land tenure often focus on land titling as a key to securing tenure and to 
promoting tree planting. However, it is possible to have legal titles that are simply ignored by 
outsiders, such as illegal loggers or even forest departments (Fisher et al. 1997). Where 
people have confidence in long-term security based on previous experiences and future 
expectations, informal arrangements can be more valid and less costly than land titling 
programs. A field research conducted under an interdisciplinary study project in 1998 
suggests that the lack of land titles does not prevent farmers in a village located in the 
National Park of Doi Suthep from planting fruit trees and making other long-term investments 
in land. However, tenants with short-term contracts are not allowed to plant trees and are 
hence forced to continue unsustainable agricultural practices such as cultivation of maize 
and vegetables on steep slopes causing high rates of erosion (see table 7). 
 
Table 7: Land use of ‘land owners’ and tenants in the village of Ban Mae Sa Mai, Doi 

Suthep National Park, Chiang Mai province 

 
 
Land use 

‘Owned’ land 
(without title) 

Rented land 
(no written 
contracts) 

Annual crops (rice, maize, vegetables, etc.)   15.3% 100.0% 

Perennial crops (fruit trees, etc.)   83.9%     0.0% 

Fallow     0.8%     0.0% 

Total 100.0% 100.0% 

Source: Schiller 1999 

 
The study suggests that tenure security as perceived by farmers is crucial for investments 
such as tree planting. This should not be seen as an argument against land titling which can 
be justified in regions where land values are high and villagers need formal titles to prevent 
encroachment from outsiders. However, over-emphasising land titling as a recipe to solve all 
problems of tenure insecurity can be dangerous. Problems of non-owners such as tenants 
might not be tackled by land titling programs. Finally, there are some cases where Thai 
farmers sold their newly obtained land titles and encroached other forest areas. 
 
 
The case of Vietnam 
 
In contrast to the case of northern Thailand, the policy regarding Vietnam’s national parks is 
much more consistent, but not less rigid. National parks are usually divided into (1) strictly 
protected zones, (2) particular use zones, and (3) buffer zones. In the strictly protected zone 
no agricultural activities and no forest use of any kind by indigenous people are allowed. 
Particular use zones are designed for forest rehabilitation, and tourist facilities. Plots may be 
allocated to local people for reforestation. The buffer zone is designated for settlements and 
limited agricultural activities. Specific uses include agro-forestry, integrated home garden 
systems and forest plantations that are monitored by Park authorities (Poffenberger et al. 
1998). 
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In Ba Vi National Park, established in 1992, forest land has been transferred to communities 
and individual households in the particular use zone and in the buffer zone. Tree species are 
specified by the Park management and entitled households may harvest between 80 and 90 
percent of the trees after reaching maturity. Inappropriate species selection, mainly 
Eucalyptus and Acacia, has eroded natural bio-diversity and shattered environmental stability 
by lowering groundwater tables and reducing soil fertility. Villagers would prefer multi-
purpose trees with products which have a good market in China. However, local communities 
have never been included in park planning procedures. Dzao minorities having lived for 
decades in the strictly protected upland zone of the Park were relocated into lower altitudes 
where they received less than 0.1 hectare of agricultural land per family which was not 
enough to even meet moderate subsistence needs. Thus, people were forced to continue 
exploiting the protected forests to sustain their livelihood. Community members have 
expressed their intention to co-operate with the Park authorities for protection and 
regeneration of the Park’s forests which they consider vital for watershed conservation and 
supply of valuable medicinal plants (see box 7). 
 

Box 7: Conflicts between ethnomedicine and forest management in Ba Vi National 
Park, northern Vietnam 

The Dzao women of Yen Son village have a long tradition in using medicinal plants from primary 
forests. Women healers could significantly increase the family’s income by collecting and processing 
these plants. Access to medicinal plants at different altitudes is vital to them. Since they have been 
relocated from the strictly protected upland zones of Ba Vi National Park, these women increasingly 
come into conflict with the Park’s guards. Dzao healers are highly motivated to contribute to the 
protection of their sources and have identified alternative management options to compromise 
between conservation goals and local needs. They suggest the establishment of a working group and 
the division of the protected zones according to the occurrence of different plant species. The 
objective is to legalise a controlled collection of medicinal plants, while avoiding unsustainable 
harvesting. However, no initiative has been taken so far by the Park’s authorities to establish 
collaborative management structures. 

Source: Poffenberger et al. 1998 

 
Relocation out of protected areas is still common practice in Vietnam. During an 
interdisciplinary study project carried out in 1999, we witnessed the expulsion of a Hmong 
community from the core zone of the Ba Be National Park in Bac Can province which was 
only recently established. A bus carried several families to a destination in southern Vietnam 
where they will have to survive under agroecological conditions which they are not familiar 
with. Most ironically, the resettlement took place prior to the set-up of an environmental 
project by the UNDP aiming at a better management of the National Park through stronger 
involvement of local communities. 
 
As regards infra-structural development, Vietnamese government agencies seem to be less 
concerned about natural forests, national parks and bio-diversity as the recently emerged 
debate on the construction of the highway No. 2 shows (see box 8). The highway will have a 
length of 1,700 km and will cost around US-$ 360 million. After heavy criticism from 
international NGOs, Vietnamese scientists and local environmental officials, planners have 
made concessions to re-route the road to lessen the impact on three national parks and four 
cultural sites. 
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Box 8: Highway severely threatens Vietnam's natural heritage 

„The new Ho Chi Minh Highway project, Vietnam‘s second north-south connection, which has already 
started with the construction of a small section might severely compromise the future of Vietnam's 
biodiversity. If the currently planned alignment is realized, the new national highway will cut through 10 
protected areas (Nature Reserves and National Parks), as well as through a vast length of Vietnam's 
remaining forest areas. 

The eastern section of Cuc Phuong National park, through which the road would pass, is the least 
disturbed and most intact forest area which forms the National Park's core zone. Other important 
National Parks such as Ben En and Bac Ma as well as Ngoc Linh Nature Reserve would be bisected 
with severe environmental impacts. The Ho Chi Minh Highway will not only encourage massive 
agricultural encroachment, illegal logging, firewood extraction and hunting of protected species, but 
will also form a near-impenetrable barrier to animals. These impacts have already been observed 
along most newly constructed roads in Vietnam's forest areas as well as throughout Asia. Guidelines 
of most multi- and bilateral donors (e.g. World Bank) prohibit any funding of roads cutting through 
protected areas.“ 

Source: Momberg & Maxwell 2000, South China Morning Post, May 30, 2000. 

 
 
4.2 From forest destruction to community forestry – Case studies from 

Northeast Thailand 
 
This section highlights past and recent development trends in forest-people relation in the 
north-eastern part of Thailand. In this region deforestation rates have been among the 
highest in Thailand during the last forty years. Community forestry has recently emerged as a 
viable alternative to transformation of forest land into agriculture, private plantation forestry 
and conservation forestry by separating people from forest. Closing forest frontiers due to 
population growth and the switch from merely subsistence-oriented livelihood to government 
promoted, export-oriented agriculture put a tremendous pressure on the remaining forest 
areas and therefore on traditional local land-forest perception. The need for local 
participation in natural resource management has been increasingly considered essential 
since development paradigms have shifted from short-term satisfaction of basic needs to 
long-term sustainability. 
 
Even though community forestry has been considered a promising approach, strategies often 
vary as regards the role of local communities in management activities encompassing 
protection measures, management functions and benefit sharing. This becomes obvious if 
one compares the different approaches initiated and implemented by the government and 
community forestry approaches developed by local communities. The ongoing debate on 
community forestry approaches and a Community Forest Bill reflects different attitudes 
towards land right issues, forest protection and sustainable forest management (see section 
3.2.1). 
 
State forest policies focussing on state-controlled settlements in forest areas or the 
separation of people from forests and commercial reforestation drew heavy protests by locals 
leading to a nation-wide discussion on sustainable forest management strategies where 
community forestry tends to offer solutions for the integration of forest policies in a overall 
rural development strategy. 
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Thailand’s Northeast, the so-called Isaan with one third of the nation’s land and population, is 
both the poorest and most deforested region of the country. The 18 million people living in 
the Isaan have the lowest average income in the country. The main causes for the relative 
poverty in this region derives from its historical isolation from Bangkok, past neglect by 
central government policies, and low agricultural productivity due to infertile soils and 
unpredictable rainfalls (Taylor 1998). 
 
The persistence of poverty, massive environmental degradation and the lack of employment 
alternatives within the region are among the major concerns in the development discussion 
as these trends tend to result in an overexploitation and degradation of natural resources, 
decreasing agricultural productivity and increasing risks for rural livelihoods. Increasing 
debts, migration into urban centres and further encroachments of agriculture into marginal 
areas are on the rise creating a vicious circle of increasing poverty and destruction of natural 
resources (Pfirrmann & Kron 1992). 
 
 
4.2.1 Traditional perceptions supporting the transformation of forest into 

agricultural land 
 
Many studies suggest that traditional attitudes of north-eastern populations towards land 
plays a crucial role in the successive transformation of de jure state forest land, obviously 
regarded as open access, into private agricultural land. Until the 70s low population density 
and a relatively abundant area of unused land in some provinces have attracted large 
migration streams within the Northeast (see figure 5) (Hafner 1990; Matsumura 1994; 
Pongpaichit & Baker 1998; Cleary & Eaton 1996; Taylor (ed.) 1998). 
 
Figure 5: Interprovincial migration flows in Northeast Thailand, 1955-1980 

 
 

Source: Hafner 1990 
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Migration to forest frontiers has been a traditional response to population growth. Assuming 
apparently limitless forest land resources, de facto occupation or squatting was a customarily 
accepted way to acquire new land. The clearing of previously unclaimed land was a common 
practice not only for migrant farmers but also for young families that followed local rules and 
regulations formally limiting the clearance of forest per family unit (Matsumura 1994). 
 
Inheritance rules saying that land should be distributed among all children has led to a 
fragmentation of farm holdings which has been largely compensated by clearance of new 
land. This is exacerbated by traditional customs urging a newly married husband to live for a 
few years with the family of his wife. During that period he is encouraged by his wife’s 
parents to seek new land if the agricultural land of the family is insufficient. 
 
Private land ownership has been registered for tax purposes, but the state did not enforce 
individual land rights, and land actually had no price. In most cases, allocation of land and 
controls of forest clearance was done by the village headmen according to the size of the 
family or their working capacity. Local forest was regarded as common property of the village 
community (Lohmann 1995). 
 
Increasing clearance of land around villages was often followed by a segmentation of villages 
into separate units, in most cases encompassing large family groups. Moving villages in 
response to epidemics or natural disasters were also common causing further fragmented 
land use patterns and fuelling the expansion of farming into forest frontiers. 
 
This development was supported by the fact that the management of forests as a communal 
resource has been largely neglected in Northeast Thailand. However, regulations on the 
transformation of forest into agricultural land and protection of forest land devoted to spiritual 
and cultural purposes have existed for centuries. While every village usually sets aside 
communal land, e.g. for cattle grazing, the management of these lands, in the sense of a 
strict enforcement of regulations, has been of little concern to most villages because of the 
abundance of land in the past (Matsumura 1994). 
 
 
4.2.2 Forest to agriculture – the state’s promotion of upland cash crop 

cultivation 
 
The rapid growth of Thailand’s economy is to a great extent based on the exploitation of 
natural resources and the expansion of the agricultural production for export purpose. 
Export-oriented cash crop production began with the Bowring treaty with Britain in 1855 
which resulted in a continuous increase in rice production in the Northeast devoted to 
domestic and international markets. Consequently, in the 50s nearly 96 percent of the 
cultivated area was planted with lowland, rain-fed rice whereas only small pockets of upland 
areas were cultivated with sugarcane, cotton vegetables and fruits mainly for self 
consumption (Hafner 1990). 
  
Since the 50s, however, the socio-economic basis in the whole region changed with the 
dramatic growth of upland cash crop production supported by government programs. The 
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consecutive depletion of forest was strongly accelerated by the fact that the raise of 
agricultural output was achieved mainly by expanding the area under cultivation rather than 
by improving productivity. This was exacerbated by the above mentioned customary land use 
pattern and traditional attitudes towards forest land, regarded as a reserve for agriculture. As 
a result of the upland cash crop promotion land under agricultural use has increased by 53% 
between 1950 and 1984 (Hafner 1990). Data presented by Bello et al. (1998) suggest that 
upland farming was drastically extended from 280.000 ha in 1961 to 1.750.000 ha by 1989 
(see also figure 6). 
 
From a historical point of view there were three different “cash crop waves” changing the 
agricultural land use pattern: Corn which was grown in the first wave due to export market 
demands, kenaf replacing corn in the second wave due to strong price incentives, and, 
finally, cassava that has replaced kenaf since the early 70s in most areas. 
 
Figure 6: Field crop area in Northeast Thailand, 1950-1983 

 

 
 

Source: Hafner (1990) 
 
The example of cassava shows the growing dependencies of farmers on national and 
international markets, middlemen and national agricultural policies. Cassava production was 
promoted by large demand from European markets in the late 60s. Since then Thailand’s 
Northeast has become the world’s biggest cassava growing region. The cassava boom has 
been supported as it complements rice production rather than competing for labour and land. 
Hence, its production could be easily expanded into forested areas. Cassava production 
increased from some 2 million tons in 1975 to 12 million tons in 1990 (Matsumura 1994) 
which resulted in an expansion of land under cassava cultivation from about 200,000 ha to 
950,000 ha during the same period (Phantamvanit & Panayoton 1990). According to the 
same source an increase in the real price of cassava by one satang (0.01 Baht) would result 
in a loss of 3,000 ha of forest which means that a 10% increase in cassava price brings 
about 16% increase in forest loss. 
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According to Bello (1998) upland farming is not primarily a response to population growth but 
rather the result of a shift from subsistence to cash crop production which has been heavily 
promoted by government agricultural policies, often in conflict with other national policies on 
natural resource. The expansion of upland crops has been further fuelled by the 
government’s rice policy to reduce domestic rice prices thus urging farmers to diversify their 
agricultural production and switch to more profitable products (Rigg 1987). Hafner (1990) 
concluded that the expansion of upland cash crops is a result of market and price incentives 
leading to increased degradation and deforestation of forest land. 
 
 
4.2.3 RFD-Policies affecting the Northeast: National Forest Reserve policies 

and allocation of land use rights 
 
The rapid depletion of forest urged the government to change its forest policies. With the 
beginning of the 60s forest protection strategies moved from pure management of forest 
concessions to a centrally planned demarcation of forest reserves and protected areas 
(Vandergeest, 1996b, Brenner, Schwarzmeier et al. 1999). 
 
Figure 7: Percent decrease in forest area 1961-1974 

 
 

Source: Hafner 1990 
 
Within the framework of the Forest Reserve Act (1964) the Royal Forest Department started 
to establish “National Forest Reserves” despite the fact that parts of these areas have been 
used for agriculture since decades. Demarcation of forest reserve areas encompass many 
established villages and farmland and consequently could not prevent further encroachment 
by migrant settlers or illegal loggers. Instead, farmers living and farming in these areas 
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became illegal settlers practically over night. In some cases farmers even took part in 
demarcating National Forest Reserves just to realise afterwards that they helped to make 
themselves illegal settlers. By 1988, 5.000 villages which account for 21% of all villages in 
the Northeast were located in National Forest Reserve areas (Phantamvanit & Panayoton 
1990). 
 
The Forest Reserve Act created some confusion with the 1954 Land Code which had been 
until then the legal basis for land legislation (Hirsch 1990). This land code follows the usual 
process in land acquisition beginning with the forest clearing and occupancy of land followed 
by legal documents which recognise the use of this land (the S.K.1 certificate is the most 
important in this category) finally providing full ownership rights. Hafner (1990) concluded 
that there is evidence that the 1954 Land Code encouraged clearing of forest land (see also 
box 9). 
 
Box 9: Land title certificates in a National Forest Reserve study 

“In many parts of the Northeast, local tenure systems incorporate conditions of legal codes that 
preceded the 1954 Land Act, interpretative responses to this act, and traditional modes of tenure. It is 
not surprising that villagers persist in claiming and clearing previously unused land. Numerous 
examples of farmers claiming, clearing, buying, selling, and renting out unoccupied land or land in 
reserved forests have been documented. For example, a 1983 study of 125 households in six areas of 
reserved forests in Loei province has shown that over 40 percent of all land was held without any form 
of documentation, 45% carried S.K.1 certificates, and only the remaining land in residential areas was 
registered with legal possession titles. Most of the farmers expressed the belief that occupancy of the 
land or possession of S.K.1 certificates demonstrated ownership. Similar cases have been 
documented for areas of reserved forests in Kalasin, Udornthani, Chayaphum, and Nakorn 
Ratchasima Provinces. As a consequence, recently designated areas of reserved forests represent 
both the final margins of the land frontier and those areas in which both formal and informal land 
tenure systems remain ambiguous. Although our evidence is far from conclusive, it suggests that land 
rights and legislation controls over land ownership have been a significant factor in the accelerated 
depletion of forest resources in the Northeast.” 

Source: Hafner 1990 

 
In the 1970s, the Thai Government tried to solve the problem of the illegal settlers by 
granting them amnesty and by authorising the RFD to launch programs in order to improve 
the management of NFR-Areas. In 1975, the Forest Village Program was implemented, 
followed by the National Forest Land Allocation Program with the well-known S.T.K. use 
certificates (’right to harvest’) starting in 1979. Both programs grant land use rights to 
previously illegal forest residents. Despite these efforts made by the government, villagers 
and outsiders continued to encroach on or degrade forest. Land distribution per farm was 
strictly limited which did not match economic requirements. Farmers were not allowed to 
transfer use or ownership rights on land, so more productive farmers did not have the 
opportunity to develop their holdings. Many farmers tried to claim forested land by clearing it 
in the hope that they would qualify for these programs (see box 10) (Chamruspanth 1993, 
Hafner & Apichatvullop 1990). 
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Box 10: Farmers’ responses to the Forest Village Program (FVP) and the National               
Forest Land Allocation Program (NFLAP) 

The implementation of the FVP and NFLAP has created a “magnet effect”, bringing about massive 
immigration of landless households to the project areas. But most of these new households were not 
granted land use rights because they were lacking the required qualifications. Most of the landless 
became wage labourers in cash crop production, while some engaged in illegal logging activities, 
taking advantage of a loophole in the forest law that allows timber cutting for domestic use, particularly 
for house construction. In fact, many migrants have made a business out of cutting timber from the 
reserved forest and building rough-framed houses without complete walls, floors, or roofs. According 
to the law, these houses can be legally disassembled and sold, if they have been standing for two 
years. In Phu Hung village, Kalasin Province, there were 60 unoccupied house frames in 1985. Each 
year, four or five of these structures were disassembled and the timber sold. 

Source: Hafner and Apichatvullop 1990, Chamruspanth 1993 

 
 
4.2.4 Private forest plantations and National Forest Reserves – The 

Eucalyptus dilemma 
 
Following the new forest policy and especially the logging ban in 1989 which formally 
revoked logging concessions (see section 3.2.1), the state’s attention focused more and 
more on the millions of farmers living in areas designated as National Forest Reserves.  
 
Bello et al. (1998) argue that the controversies in Thailand‘s forest policies came out most 
clearly by its policies of commercial reforestation and resettlement which were often closely 
interlinked. Despite the disappointing experience in the past, the Royal Forest Department 
have adhered to the strategy of commercial reforestation by private business due to their 
own limited capacities in achieving the 40% targeted forest area. These conditions finally 
have forced the RFD to depend heavily on the private sector in its reforestation plans. The 
idea has been to encourage private business to reforest “degraded” forest areas within 
National Forest Reserves which they then would lease cheaply on a long-term basis. But 
what has been promoted as a positive example for a joint effort between government and the 
private sector in natural resource protection provoked highly controversial reactions after 
implementation. 
 
The participation of the private sector in reforestation aimed at meeting the domestic wood 
supply for wood processing industry, housing and fuelwood. However, investors took the 
opportunity to lease land cheaply in order to plant “commercial trees” e.g., fast-growing trees 
like eucalyptus designated for the pulp and paper industry. Eucalyptus planting has become 
a development tool for reforestation of degraded forest land since 1982 with the Fifth 
Economic and Social Development Plan. The Northeast has been designated the main target 
area for commercial reforestation projects. Statistics indicate that by 1989 nearly 100.000 ha 
have been planted with eucalyptus in this region. With this program the RFD expected to 
meet its reforestation goals and at the same time support the export-oriented wood-chip and 
paper industry that reap the main benefit from the reforestation policy. Another advantage of 
the program has been that wood harvesting within these projects is supposed not to be 
restricted by the logging ban (Matsumura 1994). 
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There was another point, however, that incited heavy criticisms: The program focussed on 
“planting new trees on empty land”. In fact, most of the area had been occupied by settlers 
(21% of the region’s population), in some cases since generations and encouraged by the 
government. Therefore, the program planned to evict villages and to resettle them, mainly in 
special programs set up within other Forest Reserves finally leading to the KJK-Program 
(see below). 
 
In some cases, the area designated for commercial reforestation was covered with old-
growth forest. This did not prevent profit-seeking private enterprises to degrade or even clear 
these forests to qualify for the reforestation program. This clearly shows that reforestation 
has even become a tool of deforestation (see box 11). 
 

Box 11: The public uproar about a private reforestation company 

The 1985 policy caused considerable social and political unrest. Eventually, on 23 January 1990, a 
temporary restriction was placed on concessions in forest reserve areas following a national scandal 
in which workers of a private reforestation company were arrested for clearing primary tropical forests 
to make way for eucalyptus plantations – an action which was encouraged by the National Forest 
Program. In 1989, the company’s owner, a close friend of the Prime Minister and the Minister of 
Agriculture at that time, had bought around 48.000 ha of land in a eastern province. Only 8% of this 
area had been formally approved by the RFD. The company‘s strategy was to use middlemen to 
purchase cassava gardens in forest reserve areas from settlers who lacked any land documents while 
requests for rental approval were being processed by the RFD. As the company built roads into 
degraded forest areas, settlers were encouraged to encroach further into primary forests. Thus, 
ambiguities in legal land rights and government policy incentives clearly led to the mismanagement of 
forest resources. 

Source: Taylor 1998 

 
The scandal was recently revived as the following paragraph, compiled on the basis of a recent article 
in the local English newspaper ‘The Nation’, shows: 

 
Conflict between commercial interests in wood extraction and local communities in 
Chachoengsao province, eastern Thailand 

After approval of the Thai cabinet in February 2000, the Ministry of Agriculture has been preparing a 
project to plant 750,000 eucalyptus trees in Tha Takiab sub-district of Chachoengsao province under a 
plan to build a new pulp factory for exports to China. The plan of the Ministry would support a Thai 
investor who was previously charged for illegal forestry invasion. His company has a permit to use an 
area 40,000 ha of degraded forest in a Forest Reserve. This area has been occupied by local 
communities for at least two decades. They have been applying for land ownership rights, but without 
success. Some 80,000 ha under ownership of local villagers are further earmarked for growing 
eucalyptus, with the timber sent to the pulp factory under a contract farming scheme. 

30 representatives of the villages concerned have objected against the project which is strongly 
supported by the director general of the Royal Forest Department who claims that it will help the state 
to regain land from villagers who are living on Forestry Reserve property. Villagers who had been 
growing eucalyptus trees for more than six years in the area state that the environmental impact from 
the plantations was serious, causing water shortages and nutrient depletion. Local forestry officials 
have also expressed concerns that the project would not be viable taking into account the social and 
environmental costs. 

Source: ‘The Nation’, Bangkok, April 8, 2000 
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In the Northeast the eucalyptus tree became the symbol of the battle between local residents 
on the one side and the state (RFD) and private business on the other. At first sight, the 
negative ecological impact of Eucalyptus plantations has been the reason for the conflict, but 
the main point behind the scene has been the question who has legal access to forest and 
land, who controls these resources and who will reap the benefit. Land designated for 
Eucalyptus plantations has not only been used for private agriculture but also as grazing 
land, community forest areas or land reserves within the village communities (Phongpaichit & 
Baker 1998). The Eucalyptus controversy exemplary highlights the on-going conflict between 
local and state tenure regimes. The conflict between local authorities and farmers in some 
areas turned into violent clashes when Eucalyptus nurseries were set on fire and tree 
seedlings were uprooted by opponents of these plantations (see box 12). Despite strong 
criticism, the government did not meet the strong pressure for a revision of its controversial 
reforestation program and the problem of inadequate land rights. 
 

Box 12: Farmers, National Forest Reserves and Eucalyptus – the case of Sri Sa Ket 
Province 

When the Non Yai forest in Sri Sa Ket Province was declared National Forest Reserve in 1971, nine 
villages which had been located there for more than three generations effectively lost ownership of 
their homes and rice fields. Without secure land titles, they were considered to have encroached on 
what they regarded as their own customary land. The forest was officially classified as ‘degraded‘, but 
was actually in good condition. The problem started when a company was given a concession by the 
Royal Forest Department to plant eucalyptus, and sent in bulldozers to clear the land. 

“We were burning with anger and hatred, watching them destroy our forest“ said the village headman. 
“What do they think they are? Where do they think they come from? How come they have the right to 
trample on our property?“ 

One day, men and women, young and old, marched along to the fenced-off forest, armed with knifes 
and spades, and swept clean 200 rai (about 32 ha) of eucalyptus saplings in less than one hour. Two 
days later they burnt down the office of the Forestry Department which had granted the concession to 
the company to plant eucalyptus. Today the area is full of shrubs and foliage which indicate the 
forest‘s fast recovery, despite officials‘ claims that the area is so infertile that it is suitable only for 
eucalyptus. 

The villagers decided to continue their struggle by petitioning their Members of Parliament, 
maintaining unity and backing up their claims to show that theirs is a healthy, not deteriorated, forest. 
Although the Forestry Department and the concession company are retreating for the moment, the 
villagers are still worried because the 15 year concession contract is still legally effective. For the 
protest leaders, however, the future of the forest is not their only concern, they also fear for their own 
safety. 

Source: Taylor 1998 

 
 
4.2.5 The “Kor Jor Kor” Resettlement-scheme 
 
The controversies between the RFD policies of zoning forest areas in a top-down approach 
on the one hand, and the sense of land ownership of people living partly in the commercial 
reforestation areas on the other hand, culminated in the Kor Jor Kor project. Although people 
living in National Forest Reserves generally are aware of the fact that the forest belongs to 
the state, they have developed their own locally accepted rules and regulations over decades 
for land ownership, land and forest use. Thus, local communities have tried to create a legal 
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basis for their livelihoods, taking advantage of the state’s weak law enforcement. The recent 
enactment of the state’s legal system has been regarded by local people as a case of 
superimposing an enforced state property regime on the existing customary tenure regime. 
The existence of two conflicting tenure regimes has created more insecurity of tenure in 
frontier areas resulting in intensive overuse of the land and further encroachments (Bello et 
al. 1998). 
 
As the state tried to establish the above mentioned reforestation programmes in National 
Forest Reserves they had to massively relocate settlers living within these areas. As most of 
them did not hold land titles or other land certificates they were addressed as illegal 
encroachers. Therefore, eviction was used as a legal measure to acquire new land for 
reforestation purposes. In June 1990, the Thai parliament passed a bill, called “Land 
Distribution Programme for the Poor Living in Degraded National Forest Reserves in the 
Northeast of Thailand” with the goal of relocating 2,500 villages in 352 National Forest 
Reserves in the Northeast by the year 1996, aiming at providing 1.44 million ha for 
commercial eucalyptus tree plantations. After a successful pilot phase in the Northeast, the 
program should then be adopted in other parts of the country. Implementation began in the 
fall of 1991 with strong assistance of military armed forces. During the following months, Thai 
mass media regularly reported on the implementation of the program, as whole villages were 
forcibly moved to military controlled settlements (Matsumura 1994, see box 13). Communal 
forest conservation practices were undermined and previously protected forests were 
dismantled for illegal logging business. The eviction program destroyed local social networks 
and produced deracinated “disposable people” on Thai society as Colchester (1995) 
described it. 
 

Box 13: The “Kor Jor Kor”-resettlement scheme 

According to some media sources, the military-run eviction under the Kor Jor Kor can hardly be 
described as a “humanitarian” resettlement. For example, Setthachuea and Traisawasdichai reported 
in ‘The Nation’ that two villages in Khon Kaen Province were completely destroyed. Soldiers removed 
the villagers’ furniture and dismantled houses in front of the residents. Schools and temples were 
closed and the monks were asked to leave. Residents of the two villages were taken to a resettlement 
village 70 km away. Their new housing was not yet ready when the forced relocation occurred, and in 
many cases families were given smaller parcels of land than what the Government had promised, or 
the land was of inferior quality and not suitable for agriculture. Furthermore, in some cases their new 
villages were imposed on the farmlands of neighbouring villages, resulting in conflicts over the scarce 
land between the resettled people and local residents. 

Source: Matsumura (1994) 

 
In July 1992 the Kor Jor Kor was finally stopped by the Thai government following nation-
wide protests. Whereas some farmers were allowed to return to their homes, others had to 
stay in their new settlements because their homes had been destroyed and their land had 
already been used by other occupants, e.g., illegal farmers or private forest enterprises, or 
retained by local officials. One of the main reasons for the sudden breakdown of the Kor Jor 
Kor was the growing socio-political awareness within the population and the north-eastern 
Thai farmers’ protest march towards Bangkok. Whereas the resistance by farmers against 
eucalyptus plantations in the 80s was felt only on a small scale and resulted in spontaneous 
protest actions like burning down nurseries or uprooting tree samples, the resistance against 
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the Kor Jor Kor project developed to a nation-wide issue. The starting point was the existing 
network of the anti-eucalyptus struggle which developed to a well-published demonstration 
by thousands of protesters marching towards Bangkok forcing the government to officially 
cancel the program. 
 
 
4.2.6 Current trends: towards Community Forestry? 
 
Case studies presented above suggest that state forest policies in recent years, namely the 
demarcation of protected forest land (National Forest Reserves), commercial logging and 
reforestation, were in sharp contrast with local people’s perceptions of forest land and 
customary rules of forest management. Recent calls for local people’s participation fuels the 
discussion of a community forestry approach as a promising alternative to state-controlled 
conservationism and commercial reforestation on the one hand, and de facto open access to 
forest areas on the other hand. The ongoing debate on the community forest approach and 
the Community Forest Bill reflects the hope to solve the dilemma between land right issues, 
forest protection and forest management objectives but also points to the different 
perceptions, expectations and objectives of different stakeholders (Brenner, Schwarzmeier et 
al. 1999). 
 
The state, as the formal keeper of the forest, regards denuded forests as “unused” land 
ready for conversion in forest plantation in order to reap economic benefits from the forest 
while fulfilling the 40% target of forest cover for the country. It is argued that local 
communities are not capable of using the forest resources sustainably and are therefore not 
in a position to hold forest land under their control. An argument that is not only driven by the 
concern of forest conservation, but rather by the state’s perception of community forestry as 
a threat of loosing control over forest land. Local communities, on the other hand, perceive 
forest land as common local resources and a source of future land use opportunities on 
which they claim customary ownership  and use rights. 
 
Taylor (1998) examined perceptions of local villagers towards their natural resource base 
and concludes that villagers see the continuity of the forest ecosystem as necessary for their 
socio-economic and social livelihood (see box 14). 
 

Box 14: Village based forest classification – examples from Northeast Thailand 

Village surveys in Northeast Thailand identified the following classification of forest areas for which 
special tenure and use regulations exist: 

“(1) Water catchment areas in which villagers will not cut down trees. Such areas in the Northeast 
were systematically destroyed by outside interests seeking valuable hardwoods and supported by 
state economic policies mainly in the period from 1957-77. 

(2) Ritual forests, such as cremation grounds, the forest monastery or the sacred area situated inside 
the monastery, and the community‘s ancestor spirit forest. The forest monastery is a particularly 
important centre for forest conservation. Local forest monks are often the most active persons in a 
community in promoting awareness of the integrality of man and nature, and the need to protect the 
forest. 

(3) Areas used for livelihood such as the growing of certain kinds of cash crops or trees, and 
communal grazing land. 



Case Studies from Thailand and Vietnam 

 

57

Box 14 cont. 

(4) Resource forest which can be used by the villagers for medicinal plants, firewood, building 
materials, and so on. Permission to use this forest must be sought from local committees or 
community forest management groups. 

In a number of surveyed villages, there were also forests established by schoolteachers, and forested 
areas are around villages used as wind breaks. 

It was found that villagers are aware of the natural and human ecological limits to forest exploitation 
and, given a sense of security and commitment to the land, are clearly able to establish and maintain 
an ecologically sustainable resource system. This is not well understood by the state or international 
aid agencies.” 

Source: Taylor 1998 

 
Even though the case presented in box 14 suggests that there are local approaches in 
communal resource management derived from traditional cultural norms and patterns of land 
use, their sustainability and applicability to changing socio-economic and political 
environments is limited due to several reasons: 
 
• Commercialisation: The shift from more traditional subsistence-oriented livelihood to 

market economies, reducing the socio-economic value of forest. Thus, the transformation 
of forest land becomes more attractive and efforts in communal sustainable forest 
management schemes are undermined. 

 
• Lack of exclusivity: Existing customary regulations could not prevent outsiders from 

encroaching into community forest areas as there is no officially recognised legal status 
for exclusive communal forest management. Outsiders include neighbouring communities 
as well as logging companies or agencies involved in reforestation. 

 
• Lack of accountability: Weak social structures within local communities, supporting 

strong village-groups to further encroach into forested areas. 
 
• Erosion of local norms and values: cultural beliefs and values that traditionally 

regulated and controlled the transformation of forest into agricultural land and the use of 
forest and forest products. 

 
These processes are exacerbated by the lack of enforceable rights of local communities to 
forests. They are neither granted communal property rights in forest land nor specific use 
rights for forest products. Taylor (1998, p. 60) concludes that “in such cases, they [the 
villagers] have little incentive to conserve the forest, and every incentive to ‘capture the gains 
before someone else does’. [...] they feel that they have lost their own land and, being 
powerless to do anything about it, they join in for quick gains.” Thus, he calls for state 
juridical support for still existing community rules, regulations and community forest 
approaches, which could be provided by a community forest bill based on local requirements 
and abilities. 
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Box 15: The Non Yai Community Forest 

The ‘Non Yai’-Community Forest is located in the southern part of Northeast Thailand in Sri Sa Ket 
Province. This community forest shows a ‘forest development’ typical for this region: Rehabilitation of 
severely degraded forests by locally initiated community forest activities. 

The Community forest area covers about 350 ha and is located within an area of 2.700 ha that has 
been declared National Forest Reserve in 1971, several decades after most of the area has been 
cleared for agricultural use. Settlements around and within the National Forest Reserve have been set 
up during the last two centuries as a response to population growth by segmentation of larger villages 
when family clans moved along the forest frontiers. 

The first wave of forest destruction on a greater scale was closely linked to the construction of the 
railway from Bangkok to Ubon Ratchathani in 1933. At first, wood for sleepers was needed and then a 
small scale charcoal-production was developed for urban markets that then became accessible. 
During the following decades the production of cotton and sugar cane in this area played a major role 
in further forest destruction. At that time the area was known as the ‘black and white fields’, black for 
charcoal and white for cotton. Between 1954 and 1966 main parts of the forest started to recover as 
dry periods and the beginning of labour migration to Bangkok on a bigger scale reduced the pressure 
on agricultural land. With the beginning of the cash crop waves, the forest had been destroyed to an 
extent that only small pockets remained under forest. 

More than a decade ago five villages decided to stop farming on parts of their fields and restore a 
natural forest area under their close supervision. The decision can be described as a result of external 
pressure as the land was earmarked for an eucalyptus plantation under private, village-external 
control and internal reasons as the land might not be suitable for sustainable market oriented 
agricultural use due to its poor conditions and the need for forest minor products respectively. 
Nowadays a community forest committee with ten elected representatives of each village is 
responsible for the supervision of the community forest area which is conducted with the informal (due 
to the lack of a legal basis) support by the Sri Sa Ket Provincial Office of the Royal Forest Department. 
Main concerns of the villagers are unsolved problems regarding their land titles, the insecure status of 
the community forest and questions regarding the extraction of community forest products. 

The extraction of community forest products by village external communities is heavily discussed 
among the villagers. As the forest is well known for its mushrooms and roots, it draws attention from 
external communities who heavily exploit the forest without taking into consideration sustainable 
extraction methods. According to existing laws, the community forest villages have no legal basis to 
prevent their forest from being exploited or overused by these external communities. The community 
forest committee is now discussing possibilities to ask for extraction fees for external forest users for 
which again no legal basis exists. Emerging internal conflicts on the management and use of the 
community forest are largely neglected as conflicts with outsiders absorb all attention of the village 
communities. 

Source: Schwarzmeier, own survey 1998 

 
Even though various factors discussed above have continuously undermined and weakened 
local communities’ competencies to protect forests and manage them sustainably, it is 
evident that there are promising approaches in community forestry which can be further 
developed. Community forestry cases in the Northeast indicate that communities whose 
livelihoods still depend strongly on forest or forest resources have a great potential in uniting 
and co-operating to protect their forests. Only if local communities and state agencies join 
hands in managing these resources, community forestry in Thailand will have a future. Some 
of the prerequisites for successful community forestry approaches will be discussed in 
section 6.2. While communities can feed into the process their local knowledge in 
sustainable resource management, the state has to provide the institutional backstopping 
and the legal framework to secure the rights of communities. 
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4.3 From centrally planned resource management to local tree and forest 
tenure 

 
 
4.3.1 Effect of tenure policies on land and forest use during the cooperative 

phase in Vietnam 
 
Some studies suggest that the establishment of agricultural co-operatives in mountainous 
regions of northern Vietnam caused the break-down of customary systems of forest 
management and accelerated the process of deforestation. When ethnic groups like the 
Hmong and Dzao living in the medium and high altitudes of the mountains were ‘encouraged‘ 
to join the lowland co-operatives, the roles of local community organisation in managing land 
and forest resources in the uplands were obsolete. Officially, all land and forest resources 
were then managed by co-operatives. However, as these were more interested in managing 
irrigated rice fields and fixed upland swiddens, the remaining forest land became a de facto 
open access resource. Poor households exploited the forests without restraints to 
complement their unsatisfying income derived from co-operative work. In the absence of a 
common management system, cultivation rights could only be secured through continuous 
cultivation (Tachibana et al. 1999). 
 
 
4.3.2 Land, tree and forest management after decollectivisation 
 
After decollectivisation, newly established individual farm households in the uplands 
intensified rice production in paddy fields of the valleys which temporarily reduced the 
pressure on the remaining forest in sloping lands. A study of Tachibana et al. (1999) 
suggests that upland cropping intensity in Son La and Bac Thai provinces declined 
considerably from 1987 to 1994 and that the ratio of perennial crops (mainly tea, coffee, 
mulberry and fruit trees) increased drastically in the uplands. The authors argue that 
establishment of long-term use rights on forest land induced the planting of perennial crops. 
However, distribution of land use certificates for forest land in the uplands started only in 
1993 and actually has been very limited until the late 90s which raises some doubts about 
these conclusions. A study of Kirchmann & Neef (1999) in Yen Chau district, Son La 
province generated different results: most of the upland fields were appropriated prior to the 
land reforms and were planted with perennial crops before the farmers received red book 
certificates. This was mainly due to improved input supply and market conditions rather than 
to enhanced tenure security. 
 
Whether the intensification of lowland agriculture through land tenure reforms alone can stop 
expansion of agriculture into upland forest areas is highly questionable. Population densities 
in the uplands are still rising and improved infrastructure and market access significantly 
increase the profitability of agriculture and thus create incentives for further deforestation. In 
the Central Highlands and in some parts of the Northern Mountains, huge areas of forests 
have been cleared for coffee cultivation making Vietnam one of the world‘s largest exporter 
of coffee. In some regions of the South, rubber trees have substituted a large share of the 
remaining forests. While perennial cash crops like coffee, tea, rubber and fruit trees have a 



Chapter 4 

 

60

 

great potential in re-greening the barren hills, they are also a major threat to the last natural 
forests of Vietnam. However, the fluctuations of world market prices can significantly reduce 
the profitability of these export crops as has happened to coffee producers in northern 
Thailand in the early 90s leading to a massive breakdown of coffee production in Thailand. 
 
 
4.3.3 Privatisation of forest land, forest protection and tree planting 
 
There is an ongoing debate among scientists and development practitioners on whether 
privatisation of forest land via land allocation does enhance forest protection and tree 
planting or rather lead to further destruction of forests. Nguyen Van Thang (1995, p. 110) 
states that ‘with private ownership, the exploitation and use of land and forest resources 
always went alongside reforestation and forest protection’. 
 
A study from Luong Son district, Hoa Binh province, located in the northwestern midlands, 
seems to confirm this statement (see box 16). However, privatisation of forest land in this 
case went along with the manipulation of the allocation process to the advantage of village 
elites and local officials and strong inequalities towards less influential people. 
 

Box 16: Forest allocation and forest protection in the Vietnamese midlands – the 
case of Truong Son commune 

The commune of Truong Son, sparsely populated by the Muong and Giao ethnic minority groups 
accounting for more than 95 percent of the total population, was the first commune in Luong Son 
district to implement the policy of land allocation and forest contract in 1994. Individual households 
could sign contracts for productive forests of a lease term of 50 years giving them the right to reap 
60% of the productive value, to collect non-timber products, and even to combine agricultural 
production and forestry to a certain extent. In return, they have the obligation to manage, protect and 
to develop the forest land under contract. Between 1994 and 1996, 2074 ha of forest lands (around 43 
percent of the total land area) had been allocated by contract to family households. Only 6.5 percent 
of the total forest area remained as a community forest, mainly located in more remote areas with 
difficult access. 

A study of a Vietnamese research team suggests that forest land allocation to individual households 
significantly contributed to the protection of the forests and to the rehabilitation of degraded forests 
and bare hills. However, the ‘success‘ of forest allocation was achieved largely at the expense of 
equity within the commune. Only a few influential families, mostly commune leaders, manage big 
tracts of forest land ranging from 50 to 70 ha. Some 30 families signed contracts for reforesting 
denuded forest lands. Most of the families, however, could not benefit from the new forest policy as 
they did not receive a share of the land declared as forest. 

Source: Pham Thi Xuan Mai, Truong Quang Hai & Kieu Van Thinh 1999 

 
The case study presented in box 17 further illustrates the potential trade-off between equity 
of land distribution and the success of forest protection and rehabilitation. In the plain of 
reeds of southern Vietnam, allocation of swamp forest land has initially caused the 
destruction of Melaleuca forests, but resulted in the restoration of forests after a process of 
land concentration in the hands of fewer farmers. 



Case Studies from Thailand and Vietnam 

 

61

Box 17: The destruction and the revival of the Melaleuca forests in the plain of 
reeds, Mekong Delta, southern Vietnam 

The plain of reeds is an area in the Mekong Delta that was covered with natural Melaleuca swamp 
forests up to the 80s. As the whole area is characterised by acid-sulfid soils with high aluminium 
content, it has not been cleared for agricultural purposes during the co-operative system. Some 
individual households, however, have been living in harmony with this difficult environment for some 
decades, extracting medicinal oil from the leaves of the Melaleuca trees. 

With the dissolution of the co-operative system in Vietnam, the government has encouraged 
settlement in the area and distributed land use certificates on 2 ha for each family who agreed to clear 
the Melaleuca trees for agricultural purposes. This led to a nearly complete destruction of the natural 
Melaleuca forests. As the initial investments were high and agricultural productivity of the difficult soils 
were often poor, some households became indebted and had to sell off their land use rights to the 
more successful and productive farmers. From the mid-90s a considerable land concentration process 
has taken place, thus giving resource-rich farmers the opportunity to set aside land for reforestation 
with more productive Melaleuca tree species. State forest enterprises have also replanted vast areas 
with Melaleuca. The Melaleuca trees are now mainly used for charcoal production which is much more 
profitable than agriculture in the region. At the expense of those farmers who became landless during 
this process, the land allocation has finally led to a revival of Melaleuca forests. 

However, many small farmers who could not afford to grow Melaleuca trees because of immediate 
needs for food security have suffered from significant yield losses in their fields adjacent to Melaleuca 
forests due to rodents hiding under the trees and invading the fields during harvesting time. 

Source: Personal communication of staff members of the Agricultural Research Centre for Plain of 
Reeds, Moc Hoa, Long An, April 2000 

 
While forest land allocation to individual households may be appropriate in the lowlands and 
midlands where beneficiaries can convert wasteland, degraded forests and denuded hills into 
small tree plantations, this policy is likely to fail in more remote upland regions. Where larger 
tracts of forests need to be managed to meet a whole range of objectives, such as watershed 
protection and subsistence timber supply, individual households are not able to actively 
protect forests against outsiders. Remote natural forests may be best protected by local 
communities with an appropriate legal framework and strong internal regulations against 
illegal clearing. Forest management by individual households in remote areas could get in 
conflict with indigenous community-based institutions. 
 
Other areas where privatisation of forest land have led to adverse effects are the mangrove 
regions of Vietnam and Thailand. Mangrove forests in Vietnam were severely damaged 
during the war with the United States through aerial spraying of defoliating herbicides. 
Between 1950 and 1983, Vietnam‘s mangroves have been reduced by an estimated 50 
percent. Today, the major threat to the remaining mangroves comes from the breakdown of 
communal management systems through privatisation of tenure promoted under the reform 
program of the government. The case of Mangrove conversion into uses for agriculture and 
shrimp farming presented in box 18 shows how privatisation undermines the sustainable 
management of a commonly used resource, thus causing a downward spiral of 
unsustainability and increased inequality. Evidence of this case study suggests that the 
distribution of economic benefits from Mangrove wetlands is significantly influenced by 
ownership and control rights of resources. Hence, the land tenure regime is critical in 
determining the ecological sustainability of management practices in these extremely 
vulnerable ecosystems (Adger et al. 1997). 



Chapter 4 

 

62

 

Box 18: Converting communally managed Mangrove forests into individual uses in 
the Red River Delta, northern Vietnam 

The conversion of mangroves for alternative uses such as agriculture or shrimp farming in Quang Ninh 
province is typical for many areas of Southeast Asia. In Hoanh Bo district, Mangrove forests have a 
long tradition in communal management. As local residents have mainly relied on these forests for 
their livelihood (mainly for fishing and coastal protection), the management of this resource was 
sustainable until recent years. 

1200 ha of traditionally managed mangrove forest have recently been converted into individual use in 
agriculture and aquaculture. The land reclamation has been undertaken through state subsidies 
aiming at the resettlement of farm households from the densely populated areas of the Red River 
Delta into this district. Construction agencies have received one third of the reclaimed area which they 
leased or sold off to private individuals. 

A study of the Centre for Social and Economic Research on the Global Environment (CSERGE) in co-
operation with the Centre for Environment Research Education and Development, Hanoi, suggests 
that the privatisation of the reclaimed area caused a breakdown of the common management of the 
mangrove system. Individuals who invested in the conversion of mangrove forests have made short-
term profits from shrimp farming and agriculture, but did not take into account long-term effects such 
as soil acidification and oxidation, nutrient losses, storm exposure, and the deterioration of the 
aquaculture environment. In addition to these externalities, local low-income residents who rely highly 
on fishing as an additional income source have been particularly disfavoured by the privatisation 
process. 

Source: Adger et al., 1997 

 
The study demonstrates that while promoting short-term profitability for some user groups 
the conversion of commonly managed mangroves enhances inequality and conflict and thus 
reduces the potential for a sustainable management of these resources. 
 
In contrast to the study from the Red River Delta, mangrove forest management schemes 
established in some parts of Southern Vietnam show how a co-management arrangement 
involving local villagers can contribute to a sustainable resource management and the 
rehabilitation of degraded mangrove forests (box 19). 
 

Box 19: The Can Gio mangrove management scheme in Ho Chi Minh City 

During the war, the mangrove areas of Can Gio were virtually destroyed by defoliates and herbicides. 
After 1978, people started to resettle in the area and the Vietnamese government initiated the 
rehabilitation of the mangroves through reforestation programs. Between 1978 and 1987 the 
mangrove forests were managed by two agencies, the state-owned Duyen Hai Forest Enterprise and 
Duyen Hai Forest Rangers. In 1987, following the Ho Chi Minh City People‘s Committee Decision No. 
441, the state forest enterprise assigned land to collective farms and village communities, giving them 
autonomy over these areas. Due to lack of management capacities, these areas were returned to the 
government and left largely unmanaged, thus becoming an open access resource prone to over-
exploitation. By the end of 1989, large areas of mangrove forests had been converted into shrimp 
ponds, the remaining plots being overharvested for fuelwood and timber for construction. 

In response to the threats of the resource vanishing forever, the Can Gio Management Scheme was 
introduced in 1990. Under this scheme, the Mangrove forests were declared a protected area and 
assigned to the Duyen Hai Forest Enterprise and village residents. To ensure the sustainable 
management of the resource, a Management Board was established which is responsible for the 
implementation of the reforestation schemes, public awareness raising and resolving conflicts related 
to forest use. Forest protection guards work in close collaboration with local residents who now play a  
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Box 19 cont. 

crucial role in the management of the mangroves. Under a 30 year contract, households are assigned 
forest areas which they protect in return for a monthly salary ranging from 60,000 to 80,000 VND ($ 5-
7) per ha for planted forest and 30,000 to 50,000 VND ($ 2.50-4) per ha for natural forest. Beside the 
right of trimming the trees, households receive an additional area of land for aquaculture, cattle 
raising, and for agricultural production. 

Reportedly, more households wanted to join the scheme, even without the premise of receiving red 
book certificates for the forest land. By 1996, nearly 35,000 ha of mangrove forest had been replanted 
under the new management scheme. In 2000, the Can Gio mangrove forest has become Vietnam’s 
first biosphere zone in recognition of the city’s achievements in restoring and protecting the coastal 
ecosystem. 

Source: To Thi Thuy Hang & Nguyen Thi Ngoc An, 1999, http:/coombs.anu.edu.au/~vern/vnnews -
list.html, May 2000 

 
In southern Thailand, more than 100 communities struggle to retain control over patches of 
mangrove and swamp forests. Most of these communities have been formed during the late 
80s to resist encroachments on the resources they heavily rely on. However, nearly two 
thirds of Thailand‘s mangrove forests have been degraded through fuelwood exploitation and 
shrimp farming. Between 1961 and 1996 mangrove forests in Thailand declined from an area 
of 335,100 ha to only 167,580 ha. The total annual loss is currently estimated at 2,700 
hectares (Poffenberger (ed.) 1999). 
 
The recently issued resolution of the National Forestry Policy Commission of Thailand 
suggests that the Thai policy will further build on more state control, law enforcement and 
expropriation rather than to involve local communities in the sustainable management of 
coastal forest resources (see box 20). This is in sharp contrast with the co-management 
approaches in some areas of Vietnam presented above. 
 

Box 20: Forestry officials in Thailand move to protect mangroves through stronger 
state control 

On Wednesday, 31 May 2000, the National Forestry Policy Commission (NFPC) resolved to ban the 
commercial use of land within 100 metres of seashore where there are mangrove swamps. During 
their meeting, the NFPC proposed to ban all types of concession, including mining, on land covered by 
forests and mangroves. The concessions already issued will be allowed to continue until 2003. People 
living within 100 metres of the shore must be relocated in the next 15 years. No person would be 
allowed to hold more than 25 rai (4 ha) of land from the coastline. If the resolution is approved by the 
Cabinet, shrimp farming along the coast in the southern provinces would be adversely affected. 

It is planned to increase the mangrove area cover from 160,000 ha to 320,000 ha. An estimated 
320,000 ha of mangroves have been destroyed and encroached on over the past decades. The NFPC 
will submit the resolution for Cabinet approval on 6 June 2000. 

Source: The Nation, Bangkok, 2 June 2000. 

 
 
4.3.4 Incentives and disincentives from resource taxes 
 
Land taxes can be crucial in providing incentives or disincentives for farmers to plant trees or 
other perennial crops. Usually, higher land taxes are charged on fertile lands and lands that 
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are planted with highly profitable crops, such as fruit trees or coffee. The example presented 
from the Southeast, one of the richest regions of Vietnam, demonstrates how the temporary 
wave of the land tax is used to stimulate cashew production to replace annual crops (see box 
21). 
 

Box 21: Land taxes and tree planting in the Southeast of Vietnam 

In many parts of Vietnam, land taxes on fields planted with fruit trees are several times higher than on 
fields with annual crops like rice and maize. Up to 1993, fruit growers even had to pay a tax dependent 
on the annual yield of the orchards (sometimes up to 30%), resembling sharecropping arrangements 
found in countries like India or Pakistan. As many fruit trees like longan and oranges are slow-
maturing, high land taxes discourage tree planting by smallholders whose investments in the first 
years would largely outnumber the benefits from the young trees. 

In the Southeast of Vietnam, cashew trees are recommended on basalt soils by the local extension 
service as an alternative to highly erosive crops such as maize whose gross margins are much higher 
compared to the early years of cashew production. To promote cultivation of cashew trees which only 
yield benefits from the seventh year after planting, the local administration has waved the land tax for 
cashew production for the first six years. 

Source: Interviews with staff members of the Hungloc Agricultural Research Centre and fruit farmers 
in Dong Nai, April 2000 

 
The relatively sophisticated land tax system in Vietnam can thus provide a valuable basis to 
support sustainable land use systems, such as agro-forestry or fruit tree plantations (see also 
GTZ 1998, pp. 176-178). 
 
Under the Decision 661 (the so-called 5 million ha program, see section 3.2.2), rural people 
can also be exempted from the resource tax for forestry products harvested from natural 
forests that have been rehabilitated by natural regeneration. Non-timber products harvested 
from natural forest are exempted from the wholesale tax (quoted from O’Reilly 2000). Both 
regulations are aiming at raising incentives to regenerate natural forest and to manage them 
sustainably. 
 
 
4.3.5 Impact of decollectivisation and land allocation on gender-specific 

access to rights in land and trees 
 
In rural Vietnam, as a whole, a relatively high share of farms is managed by women. 
According to the 1989 population census, 1.9 million women became widows at an early age 
in the rural areas of Vietnam, mainly as a result of the war with the USA. Studies on those 
women‘s access to land suggest that they are extremely disfavoured by the land allocation 
process, especially in mountainous regions. 
 
Since many male household heads in rural areas are typically engaged in off-farm activities 
or migrate to urban centres, gender differentiation in labour inputs and the role of women are 
crucial in the realisation of forest conservation and tree planting. However, there is presently 
scant knowledge of the intra-household labour allocation in many rural areas of Vietnam. 
Some studies suggest that women contribute by more than 70% to field work in Vietnam’s 
highlands (Tran Thi Van Anh and Le Ngoc Hung, 1997). A case study of Page and Thanh 
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(1993) suggests that among Black Thai households in Son La Province, women effectively 
take most of the agricultural decisions for the household including new investments. In 
Hmong society which is patriarchal and male dominated, women are excluded from 
important investment decisions and are tied to reproductive tasks and household work. 
 
The decollectivisation process and the consecutive allocation of land use certificates to 
individual household had contrasting effects on the situation of women. During the period of 
collectivisation men and women were relatively equal as they both contributed to the same 
extent to the production of the co-operatives. The small plots on which they were allowed to 
cultivate own crops were mostly managed by husband and wife together. The status of 
women has considerably changed by the land allocation process. Land use certificates are 
generally assigned to the male head of the household. His wife‘s name would usually not 
appear in the red book. Especially in case of divorce or the death of the husband this 
practice can considerably disfavour women in rural areas. On the other hand, the land 
allocation has brought about a revival of traditional inheritance rules within some ethnic 
groups, such as the Black Thai, where daughters had the same rights to inherit a share of 
the land as the sons of the deceased head of household. While this practice is likely to 
contribute to further fragmentation of the already small plots, it allows women to actively 
engage in long-term investments such as tree planting (Kirchmann & Neef 1999). 
 
The discrimination of women as regards tenure rights is even more accentuated in the 
allocation of forest land. Women are generally last in line to obtain protection contracts or full 
management rights for forest land. This is in sharp contrast with their strong dependence on 
forest products for their livelihoods and their involvement in all forest-related activities (see 
section 3.1.2). Rights of women to plant trees are obviously less restricted in home gardens. 
Usually, a variety of fruit trees are planted by men and women alike where enough space is 
available. 
 
 
4.4 Conclusions from the case studies 
 
Some major lessons can be drawn from the case studies in Thailand and Vietnam: 
 

• The role of upland forest-dependent people in forest destruction tends to be highly 
overstated while the role of migrants from the lowlands, commercial entrepreneurs and 
state agencies is generally underestimated. 

• In situations of tenure insecurity resulting from state-controlled reforestation and forest 
protection as experienced in northern Thailand, local communities adopt a whole 
spectrum of short- and long-term strategies calling into question common theories on the 
relationship between tenure security and long-term investments in tree planting. 

• Conflicts between conservation goals of forest agencies and livelihood strategies of local 
communities in protected forest areas of Thailand and Vietnam suggest that forest 
protection is not possible without ensuring food security of local residents. 
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• Inconsistencies between land tenure policies and forest legislation in combination with 
government-led promotion of cash crops the northeastern part of Thailand aggravates 
open access situations and thus induces further forest destruction. 

• The case of Thailand’s Northeast also shows that government-led allocation of land for 
reforestation by private enterprises often goes along with the disruption of communal 
management systems and even relocation of local communities. 

• The case of Vietnam suggests that tenure reforms in the lowlands with their effect on 
farmers‘ choice for agricultural intensification can positively affect forest conservation in 
the uplands. 

• Recent success stories of reforestation on formerly barren land and degraded swamp 
areas in Vietnam are often associated with stronger inequalities in land distribution. In the 
long run, there is a risk of social instability and unrest. 

• The major losers in the process of decollectivisation and privatisation of both agricultural 
land and forest land in Vietnam are women who are deprived of their customary use 
rights. 

• While community management of forests has a long tradition in Thailand and Vietnam, 
neither of the countries has yet created a legal framework for community forestry. 

• Successful co-management schemes of mangrove rehabilitation in southern Vietnam 
suggest that involvement of local communities and sharing the benefits is a vital 
prerequisite for sustainable forest and tree management. 
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5 ANALYSIS OF CONCEPTS, APPROACHES AND EXPERIENCES OF 
BI- AND MULTILATERAL ORGANIZATIONS WITH REGARD TO LAND, 
TREE AND FOREST TENURE 

 
 
Today, national policies on forest resource conservation and management are being 
discussed within the overall framework of economic and political systems. The main question 
is how national forest policies can mediate between international conventions, national 
interests and local needs and solve issues of social and intersectoral resource distribution. 
This chapter highlights lessons learned from past and on-going experiences and existing 
concepts and approaches of multilateral and bilateral donors as well as NGOs for the case of 
Vietnam and Thailand. 
 
 
5.1 National Forest Programs within the framework of intergovernmental 

deliberations on forest policies 
 
At the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED) in Rio de 
Janeiro in 1992 forest management emerged as one of the most controversial issue being 
discussed. The authors of the Agenda 21 tried to include the varying interests towards 
forests (as outlined in chapter 1.4) into a holistic approach of sustainable development which 
above all recognises the sovereignty of all countries in the decision on how to use their 
natural resources (Liss 1999, see box 22). 
 

Box 22: Basic principles of National Forest Programmes (as defined by the FAO) 

• National sovereignty and country leadership 

• Consistency with national policies and international commitments 

• Integration with the country’s sustainable development strategies 

• Partnership and participation of all interested parties in the NFP process 

• Holistic and intersectoral approach to forest development and conservation 

• Policy and institutional reform and capacity building 

Source: FAO (1996) Basic principles and operational guidelines. Formulation, execution and revision 
of national forest programmes. FAO, Rome 

 
The importance of a holistic national forest planning process, embedded in a general national 
development strategy and an enabling policy formulation to sustainable forest management 
has now been widely accepted and endorsed into National Forest Programmes (NFP’s). It 
provides a framework for ensuring consistency between national forest plans and 
programmes and the recommendations of the UNCED. The concept of National Forest 
Programmes is one of the outcomes of the UNCED follow-up processes. It has been further 
developed by the Intergovernmental Panel on Forests (IPF) and formally agreed upon as a 
reference framework for sustainable forest management, conservation and development of 
forest resources in all countries worldwide. It now provides the framework for the work of the 
Intergovernmental Forum on Forests (IFF) (Liss 1999). The IPF/IFF process focuses on 
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identifying main issues as well as creating a political consensus on national and international 
action on forests (United Nations, 2000, International Arrangements and mechanisms to 
promote the management, conservation and sustainable development of all types of forest; 
E/CN.17/IFF/2000).7 
 
A general definition of National Forest Programmes has been given by the Intergovernmental 
Panel on Forests (see Liss 1999): 
 

“National Forest Programme is a generic expression for a wide range of 
approaches to sustainable forest management within different countries, to be 
applied at national and sub-national levels. NFP’s are comprehensive forest 
policy frameworks for the achievement of sustainable forest management, based 
on a broad inter-sectoral approach at all stages, including the formulation of 
policies, strategies and plan of action, as well as their implementation, monitoring 
and evaluation. They should be implemented in the context of each country’s 
socio-economic, cultural, political and environmental situation. They should be 
integrated into the country’s sustainable development strategies and into wider 
programmes for sustainable land use, in accordance with chapter 10 to 15 of 
Agenda 21.” 

 
In implementing ‘NFP’ the IPF stressed the importance of factors closely linked to land, tree 
and forest tenure (FAO, 1999): 
 
• use of appropriate participatory mechanism to involve all interested parties 
• decentralisation where applicable and empowerment of regional and local government 

structures 
• recognition and respect for traditional and customary rights of indigenous groups, local 

communities, forest dwellers and forest owners 
• secure land tenure arrangements 
• establishment of effective co-ordination mechanisms and conflict-resolution schemes 
 
Since the formulation of the NFP strategies some 140 countries have either developed or 
updated their NFP in accordance to recommendations of the UNCED concerning sustainable 
forest management. 
 
 
5.2 Approaches of multilateral donors: community forestry rhetoric and 

reality 
 
Multilateral development banks (World Bank, IMF) 
 
Multilateral development banks often have conflicting policies as regards their approach to 
sustaining both tropical forests and the livelihoods of forest-dependent people. On the one 
hand, they encourage the removal of barriers to foreign investment in extraction of natural 
                                                 
7  For more information on the IFP and IFF process we would like to refer to publications by the United 

Nations and the GTZ respectively) 
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resources; on the other hand they finance projects promoting forest conservation and social 
forestry with strong community involvement (Poffenberger et al. 1999). 
 
Together with the World Resources Institute and the United Nations Development 
Programme, the World Bank initiated in 1985 the highly controversial Tropical Forestry 
Action Plan (TFAP) which increased the World Bank‘s involvement in reshaping forest 
policies in developing countries. After five years of its implementation, the outcomes were 
disappointing because of the narrow perspective that increased investment in the forest 
sector would lead to a halt in deforestation without changing existing forest management 
regimes (Seymour and Dubash 2000). 
 
In 1991, the World Bank developed a new policy paper to review its lending strategies in the 
forest sector. The review led to a ban on World Bank‘s financial support of logging in primary 
moist tropical forests. It emphasised program rather than project lending in the forest sector 
and aimed at developing improved organisational structures and at enhancing stakeholder 
participation (World Bank 1991). After an interim review in 1994, a so-called Forest Policy 
Implementation Review and Strategy (FPIRS) initiative was started in 1998 to analyse the 
impact of the World Bank‘s involvement in the forest sector. 
 
Community forestry and participatory management has gained popularity within the World 
Bank. However, the state paradigm in managing forests and controlling forest use is still 
widely accepted. This becomes evident in the case of Cambodia where the World Bank 
expresses concerns over the situation of forest-dependent people while helping government 
planners to make industrial logging activities more efficient and to secure the benefit stream 
from large-scale extractive enterprises. The IMF has recently granted a loan of 60 billion US-
$ to Indonesia which discourages the clearing of forest land. On the other hand, the IMF 
demands that all restrictions on the expansion of oil palm plantations should be removed 
(Poffenberger et al. 1999). 
 
World Wildlife Fund (WWF) and World Conservation Organization (IUCN) 
 
The WWF in partnership with IUCN is a major supporter of the policy to place important 
areas of natural forests under the status of protected areas, wildlife sanctuaries, and national 
parks. Originally, this policy was embedded in the presumption that people and forests 
cannot coexist and that nature can only be protected if people are relocated out of fragile 
forest ecosystems. Only recently, there was a shift in the policy of WWF and IUCN towards 
more community participation in forest conservation. In its recently published document 
‘Forests for Life‘ it is emphasised that ‘the greatest challenge for the Asia/Pacific region is to 
balance the needs of the people with conservation of forests‘. It is now widely acknowledged 
that the Western concept of untouched wilderness has been inappropriately adopted as the 
only model of conservation in many developing countries (Fisher et al. 1997). 
 
However, the targets for classifying new protected areas are still set by national governments 
in compliance with WWF recommendations without any involvement of local communities. 
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This is documented by the following commitment of the Vietnamese-Vice Minister of 
Agriculture and Rural Development: 
 

“[The government of Vietnam supports] … the WWF Forests for Life campaign 
and pledge[s] to achieve the campaign target of protected areas covering a 
minimum of 10 percent of each forest type by the year 2000.“ 
(Source: quoted from WWF 1998) 

 
Participation of local communities is hence mainly regarded as a means to achieve ambitious 
goals in forest conservation. However, it is often overlooked that state forest agencies 
implementing these goals often have strong prejudices against people‘s participation or lack 
the methodological capacity of how to involve communities in forest conservation. In reality, 
this manipulative type of ‘community participation‘ often leads to an exclusion of local 
communities in major decision-making processes. 
 
Ford Foundation 
 
The Ford Foundation has long been involved in funding various community forestry projects 
in Southeast Asia following the concept that natural resource management and rural poverty 
alleviation are strongly interlinked. Among these projects were the Integrated Social Forestry 
and the Community Forestry Program in the Philippines as well as the Java Social Forestry 
Program and the Outer Islands Social Forestry Program in Indonesia. The primary objective 
of a Social Forestry Program in Thailand launched in the mid-eighties was to promote the 
sustainable use of forest land through better collaboration between villagers and the Royal 
Forest Department (RFD). Activities of the supported projects have all addressed five 
interrelated issues of social forestry: 
• Strengthening villagers‘ control over their livelihoods through secure access to public 

forest lands and more influence on forest management. 
• Empowering villagers by establishing or strengthening participatory local organisations. 
• Improving villagers‘ incomes and welfare by developing sustainable, productive forestry 

and agroforestry practices as well as viable alternative income sources. 
• Building the institutional capacity of governments, NGOs, and research institutions to 

support community-based forest management. 
• Enhancing understanding of villagers‘ needs and perspectives by developing and 

applying new social science methods (Ford Foundation 1998). 
 
Important lessons drawn from 15 years of Ford Foundation‘s involvement in community 
forestry programs in Asia are that local people can be an asset to conservation and 
protection of forests if adequate community organisations are built up that can enforce rules 
and if policies are designed that enable local people to benefit directly from sustainable forest 
management. It is also stated that government forest organisations are capable of changing 
from a controlling, insensitive and bureaucratic agency to an institution that is open to local 
people‘s participation (Ford Foundation 1998). However, the change process is generally 
slow and recent experiences from Thailand, where the trend currently is reversed, raise 
some doubts whether this process is sustainable in the long run. 
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Some criticism can be raised on the community forestry programs supported by Ford 
Foundation. The focus was principally placed on the interface between state agencies and 
local communities. However, problems within communities in managing resources 
sustainably and factors other than national policies that are likely to disintegrate community 
management systems have rarely been discussed within these programs. 
 
Regional Community Forestry Training Center (RECOFT), Thailand 
 
The Regional Community Forestry Training Center (RECOFTC) was established in 1987. 
Located at Kasetsart University, Bangkok, it aims to support the growing awareness among 
development practitioners that community participation in resource management is crucial in 
protecting forests and enhancing rural development. The main objective of RECOFTC is to 
organise training for community forestry initiatives throughout the Asia-Pacific region. 
However, participants also come from African and Latin American countries. 
 
As a facilitator for the Forest, Trees and People Program (FTPP) of the FAO, RECOFTC 
actively supports the activities and shares experiences with 25 institutions in 10 Asian 
countries. Partnerships focus on education and training, participatory processes, and policy 
development. RECOFTC also holds seminars, workshops and international conferences on 
community forestry-related topics. In addition, RECOFTC provides information by publishing 
a quarterly newsletter documenting relevant case studies, reports and training materials 
(Poffenberger (ed.) 1999). 
 
While RECOFTC is emphasising training in topics such as ‘Conflict resolution in natural 
resource management’, the centre does not particularly focus on the legal framework of land 
and forest tenure. 
 
 
5.3 Approaches of bilateral donors: towards more community participation 
 
Sam Muen Highland Development Project (SM-HDP), northern Thailand 
 
This project run from 1987-1994 in Chiang Mai and Mae Hong Son provinces of northern 
Thailand and was funded by the United Nations Fund for Drug Control (UNFDAC, the later 
United Nations Drug Control Programme, UNDCP). In its first phase (1987-1991) the project 
focused on integrated rural development with particular emphasis on health, agriculture and 
management of water and forest resources. In the second phase the emphasis was shifted 
to Participatory Land-use Planning (PLP). The project was co-ordinated by the Watershed 
Management Units of the Royal Forest Department (RFD) while the conceptual framework 
was created by the Resources Management and Development Program of the Faculty of 
Social Sciences at Chiang Mai University. 
 
By using topographic maps, satellite images, and aerial photographs, current land use 
patterns were identified and made transparent to the village communities by producing three-
dimensional land models. The important innovation of this project compared to previous ones 
was the active involvement of the state forest service (Royal Forest Department) who took a 
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new role as adviser in effective forest management in a participatory process (Limchoowong 
& Oberhauser 1996). According to personal communications of staff members of the 
International Centre for Research in Agro-Forestry (ICRAF), activities are still followed up in 
many villages even after termination of the project. However, the legal status of the villagers 
participating in the project has not been improved sustainably. 
 
Thai-German Highland Development Programme (TG-HDP), northern Thailand 
 
The Thai-German Highland Development Programme was one of several bi- and multilateral 
development projects launched in the late 1970s-early 1980s in northern Thailand. It worked 
until 1998 in three areas: (1) in Tambon Wawi, Mae Suai District, Chiang Rai Province from 
1981-1994, (2) in Nam Lang, Pang Ma Pha District, Mae Hong Son Province from 1983-
1998, and (3) in Huai Poo Ling, Muang District, Mae Hong Son Province from 1991-1997. 
The overall objective of the project was to improve living conditions of the highland 
population, to reduce drug abuse problems and to better maintain the ecological balance 
(Dirksen 1997: 333). The methods adopted have evolved from a traditional ‘integrated rural 
development’ approach to community-based land use planning and local watershed 
management through a participatory approach. The main feature of this programme was the 
holistic approach covering nearly all domains of rural livelihood. The underlying philosophy 
on forest conservation was 

 
“people can live in the forest and destroy the least possible amount of natural 
resources by having enough land on which to make a living, mutually accepting 
each other’s land rights, and by the participatory planning of natural resource use 
by the entire community” 
(Source: TG-HDP 1998, p. 46) 

 
One of the main activities related to natural resource management was the demarcation of 
boundaries of land use zones within the village and between village territories. Land use was 
mapped and planned by using three-dimensional village models, a tool that was successfully 
used by other programmes before (see above). Traditional community-based forest 
conservation regulations of the communities were monitored, updated and exchanged 
between village communities. 
 
Despite impressive successes in terms of local awareness building and empowerment of 
communities in self-managing natural resources, one major objective has not been achieved 
by the programme: residents in the project area still have not received any legal status as 
regards resource rights and resource use. Thus, they do not have the power to resist against 
lowland farmers and private entrepreneurs who are increasingly interested in profitable cash-
crop farming or in establishing tourist resorts in the highlands (Dirksen 1997). In addition, as 
the assistance from the project to the villagers’ self-governance came to an end in 1998, the 
Royal Forest Department is currently trying to reverse the participatory planning process and 
is preparing the classification of even more protected areas, thus putting further pressure on 
the highlanders who do not have a say in their future development. 
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Social Forestry Development Project (SFDP) Song Da Watershed, Northwest Vietnam 
 
Since 1995, the Social Forestry Development Project has been involved process of land use 
planning (LUP) and land allocation (LA) in two districts of the provinces of Son La and Lai 
Chau in northwestern Vietnam. The methodology of the project is in line with guidelines 
formulated by the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development (MARD) and the Ministry of 
Forestry (MoF). Land allocation and participatory land use planning involves (1) establishing 
of steering committees on district level and working groups on commune and village level, (2) 
village meetings to explain and discuss the LA process, (3) mapping of village/commune 
boundaries and current land use, (4) planning of future land use, (5) allocation of land on 
field level, and (6) approval of LUP/LA by the local administration and issuing of land use 
certificates (LUC). The starting point for land use planning and land allocation is a 
Participatory Rural Appraisal. 
 
One of the major problems in issuing land use certificates (LUC) for forest land especially in 
mountainous regions is the difficult distinction between agricultural and forest land. The 
forest administration classifies land on the basis of potential or desired use instead of actual 
land use. Large areas of degraded forests, forest land without trees, barren lands or unused 
land are actually used for agricultural purposes, e.g. for rotational shifting cultivation. This 
creates conflicts with highlanders who depend on these forest-based agricultural practices. 
Therefore, in contrast to the national policy which assigns allocation of agricultural land and 
allocation of forest land to different agencies, land allocation in the project area of the SFDP 
is done for all land types through the same process and implementing agency. Forest land 
allocation to forest protection groups rather than to individual households is especially 
encouraged (Christ & Kloss 1998). The major task of the community forestry unit of the 
SFDP which started its work in March 1997 is ‘to develop and to apply a concept for 
sustainable forest management by local user groups considering national policies and 
traditional regulations’ (Apel & Pham Van Viet 1998). 
 
The major shortcomings of the community forestry approach of the project and the 
constraints to large-scale implementation are highlighted by the project staff:  
 
• national policies and programs still do not provide a legal basis for forest land 

allocation to communities or groups of households on a long-term basis, 

• local people are not sure whether the benefits of forest protection and 
regeneration will finally accrue to them and are thus reluctant to co-operate, 

• food security concerns of the majority of the local population reduce interest and 
allocation of time and labour in forest activities (Apel & Pham Van Viet 1998). 

 
To date the project has been successful in applying participatory schemes of land use 
planning, land allocation, and village development planning in the two districts. This is 
reflected in the willingness of provincial authorities to adopt these approaches in other 
districts of the provinces. Three main questions have to be raised in this context:  
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• is a Participatory Rural Appraisal of several days in a village or commune enough to raise 
all critical issues and to solve upcoming conflicts? 

• do all concerned groups participate in the planning processes or are some groups 
excluded? 

• how can the results of the land use planning processes be continously updated as the 
socio-economic, institutional and demographic environment changes? 

 
It is striking that in all documents and newsletters published by the Social Forestry 
Development Project internal conflicts within village communities about land use planning are 
never mentioned. It is unlikely, however, that all villagers share a common vision of a 
village‘s development and that planning processes create situations that are satisfying for all 
groups concerned. 
 
 
5.4 The NGO approach: a spectrum from expulsion to exclusive community 

rights 
 
Since their official recognition in the 80s, NGOs have become an important factor in 
Thailand’s development process. Their contribution in fighting poverty and their activities in 
encouraging participatory development has then been widely accepted by the public (Quinn 
1997). The evolution has been basically in three stages: the first generation of NGOs 
primarily focussed on short-term relief and welfare objectives; the second placed emphasis 
on long-term development projects; in the third stage, NGOs have become so-called 
“strategic” organisations in the development process. In the late 80s and 90s NGOs started 
to build networks and take up general problems of the rural poor, local resource 
management and development processes. Nation-wide demonstrations in favour of the rural 
poor, the struggle against large-scale eucalyptus plantations, the Kor Jor Kor movement, 
and, more recently, the fight for the community forestry bill reflect the broadening of the NGO 
approach. 
 
Traditionally, Thailand’s NGO scene critically observed the government’s development 
strategies as they did not sufficiently take into consideration increasing debts of small 
farmers, the negative externalities of increasing commercialisation and industrialisation of 
agriculture, the on-going destruction of natural resources, labour migration and cultural and 
social erosion (Pfirrmann & Kron 1992). 
 
Today, Thai NGOs reflect an array of local development activities on the basis of local social, 
cultural and ecological conditions. 
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Thai NGOs, forests and the environment 
 
In the beginning of the 80s, the focus of the NGOs was on agricultural development to 
improve rural livelihoods. Environmental issues were only tackled as the negative side-
effects of agriculture such as the overuse of agro-chemicals were concerned. The 
environment, and especially forests, as a main topic became prominent only in the late 80s. 
The close association of livelihood issues with environmental degradation was a key factor in 
drawing community development NGOs into the environmental arena (Quinn 1997). 
 
Until the end of the 80s, there was principally one single model leading the discussions: if 
farmers can make a living from agriculture on their fields, they might not encroach further into 
the forest. This over-simplistic view was later corrected at least by some NGOs when they 
had to realise that social, economic, political and environmental issues are interlinked in a 
very complex way.  
 
Thai NGOs engaged in the issue of forest conservation vary significantly in ideology and 
interaction with government agencies. There exist extremely fundamentalist and 
conservationist NGOs as the Dhammanaat Foundation for Conservation and Development 
which is favouring ethnic minorities‘ relocation from sensitive head watershed areas in 
Northern Thailand. Like the Wildlife Fund Thailand, this foundation is working closely 
together with the Royal Forest Department. Both foundations strongly object against the 
Community Forest Bill and act mainly at the national and regional level. Their position 
towards people living in the forests of Northern Thailand is well reflected in the following 
statement: 
 

“No one should live and farm in the upper watershed forests. Any disturbance of 
those forests, where the rivers begin, will inevitably damage their functioning.“ 
Ms. Smansnid Svasti, Vice President of Dhammanaat Foundation  
(Source: Watershed 4(1), 1998, p.12) 

 
In contrast to this position, NGOs like the Kor Gor Nor (Northern Farmers Network) and the 
Northern Development Foundation strongly oppose government institutions like the Royal 
Forest Department and try to convince the public that people and forest can co-exist 
peacefully. Others, like the Hill Area Development Foundation (HADF) act as a mediator 
between government institutions and local communities. 
 
The co-operation between NGOs and the government has become closer today. This is 
reflected in the preparation of the Seventh National and Economic Development Plan where 
NGOs have been involved for the first time. It seems that both sides start to acknowledge the 
need for a stronger collaboration vis-à-vis the ongoing environmental degradation that has 
accompanied Thailand’s economic development. While government institutions start to 
accept the role of NGOs in supporting the fight against destruction of natural resources, they 
are still sceptical about their support for the empowerment of local communities and the 
devolution of responsibilities for natural resource conservation to local people. 
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National NGOs in Vietnam 
 
During the centrally planned system in Vietnam, national NGOs were not officially 
recognised. Policies were characterised by top-down approaches and local organisations 
other than state institutions were suppressed. Since the late 80s, economic liberalisation 
programs brought some changes supporting the formation of more independent, 
development-oriented groups. The state’s role to offer social services and control all aspects 
of daily life has diminished with increasing privatisation, thereby providing greater political 
and economic space to more independent groups. Today, locally based NGOs engaged in 
natural resources and environmental management start to develop in Vietnam, often 
associated with universities, national research institutes and professional associations. A 
recently issued law recognises non-governmental entities for the first time (Ratner 2000). 
However, their impact on national policies and implementation on the local level has been 
relatively limited to date. 
 
 
5.5 Lessons learned 
 
The case studies presented from the bilateral programs in Thailand and Vietnam stress the 
importance of resource management projects being embedded in national policies and 
priorities. One of the major problems that donors face in shaping forestry projects is that they 
do not have the authority to influence national forest policies (Poffenberger et al. 1999). 
 
While development agencies have been relatively successful in developing the framework for 
participatory schemes of forest management, they often lack the capacity to put community 
forest management into practice as the necessary legal framework does not exist at the 
national level. This is exemplified in the two highland development programmes in northern 
Thailand that did not succeed in providing long-term tenure security for its target groups. 
Compared to these programmes, the Social Forestry Development Project in Song Da 
Watershed is more integrated in the political framework on a national level. In applying an 
approach where land use certificates for agricultural land and for forest land are allocated by 
a single agency – in contrast to the common practice in other provinces – the project could 
have a model character for future land allocation procedures. However, the effectiveness of 
this project in promoting community forest management is considerably hampered by the 
national policy that favours allocation of land to individual households rather than to village 
communities. 
 
Multilateral donors like the World Bank often have conflicting policies regarding the 
approaches to sustainable forest management. On the one hand, they encourage the 
removal of barriers to foreign investments in exploiting forest resources; on the other hand, 
they finance projects promoting forest conservation and community participation in forest 
management. 
 
It becomes evident from all cases presented above that participation of local communities - 
whether used in a more rhetoric way, as a tool to achieve targets set by outsiders, or applied 
in the sense of decentralisation and empowerment of local people  - does not substitute a 
clear legal and institutional framework that secures the rights of local communities and 
individuals to land, trees, and forests. 
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6 IDENTIFICATION OF OPTIONS FOR INTERVENTIONS IN LAND, TREE 
AND FOREST TENURE REGIMES 

 
This final chapter discusses options for future action in the wider field of land, tree and forest 
tenure. The preceeding chapters have shown that the forest sector can not be isolated from 
more general land tenure issues as agricultural land and forest land interact and overlap in 
complex ways. As tenure policies can not be a panacea for solving all problems of land and 
forest management, the authors abstain from giving general recipes for sound resource 
tenure but rather discuss the pros and cons of different policy instruments and institutional 
arrangements. The options discussed are focusing mainly on the Southeast Asian region but 
can also be of more general significance for other developing countries. 
 
Two major questions emerge from the conclusions drawn from the various case studies in 
Thailand and Vietnam and the lessons learned from experiences and concepts of 
international donors and NGOs: 
 
1. How should agricultural land tenure systems be shaped to be conducive to tree planting 

on agricultural land and forest protection in adjacent areas (6.1)? 
 
2. What are possible ways to go towards the decentralisation of decision-making in forest 

management (6.2) and what could be suitable options for viable forest tenure 
arrangements (6.3)? 

 
 
6.1 Interventions in agricultural tenure systems 
 
6.1.1 Promoting land equity or tree planting? 
 
It emerges from the case studies in Vietnam that provision of tenure security and its positive 
impact on agricultural intensification in the lowlands can be a temporary relief to forest 
encroachment. However, as carrying capacities in both lowland and upland areas of Vietnam 
and the potential of the agricultural sector to absorb the abundant labour force have reached 
or even passed a critical threshold, new questions for the design of land tenure systems 
arise. Farm sizes in most parts of Vietnam are too small to provide farmers an income that 
lifts them above the poverty line. Farmers in the North and Northeast of Thailand face a 
similar situation. In the absence of viable off-farm opportunities, further forest encroachment 
in upland watersheds, forest reserves and national parks will be the only alternative. 
 
In many areas of rural Vietnam, limitations on the transfers of land use certificates are still 
tight to avoid land concentration and inequalities of land distribution. As successful cases of 
tree planting in section 4.3.3 have shown, farmers are not willing to set aside land for 
afforestation if their endowment with land resources is poor. Thus, the Vietnamese 
government faces a dilemma: on the one hand, a certain degree of land concentration seems 
to be necessary to promote afforestation; on the other hand, unequal land distribution will 
trigger further forest encroachment by landless and resource-poor squatters. 
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Combining agriculture and forestry by adopting viable agro-forestry systems has often been 
proposed as a way out of this dilemma. It has been observed in both Thailand and Vietnam 
that farmers tend to adopt even non-profitable agro-forestry systems when these provide a 
certain tenure security in the absence of clearly defined use and ownership rights (see 4.1.1). 
After tenure rights are defined and registered (e.g. by provision of land use certificates in the 
case of Vietnam), farmers tend to adopt agro-forestry systems only if these are profitable as 
recent developments in Vietnam suggest. Technically feasible but economically unviable 
agro-forestry systems have been widely rejected after the land reform, especially in 
mountainous regions. It emerges from the case studies that simple privatisation and land 
registration programs do not provide enough incentives for planting trees on agricultural land. 
A reduction or the temporary abolition of land taxes for farmers who convert cropping land 
into production forest or fruit tree plantations as described in chapter 4.3.4 could be a means 
to stimulate tree growing, especially suited for sloping land.  
 
However, policy makers, government agencies and development workers have to be careful 
with too high expectations in farmers‘ interest in tree planting on agricultural land as other 
alternative uses may be far more attractive to them in the short run. It is important to keep in 
mind that long-term investments, such as tree planting, depend on various factors that might 
interact in a very complex way as some of the case studies in section 4.1.1 suggest.  Among 
the most important factors influencing decision-making in favour of long-term investments are 
(1) market access and infrastructure, (2) availability of land, capital, labour and other inputs, 
(3) institutional support from extension services and access to financial markets. 
 
 
6.1.2  Mainstreaming gender equality 
 
In shaping land tenure systems and land allocation processes, gender issues8 have been 
widely neglected by the respective state agencies. While official policies are principally 
gender neutral, in practice land policies are targeted at the men. Women are mostly excluded 
from meetings related to land and forest tenure issues and trainings in tree planting and 
forest protection. Prevailing illiteracy among ethnic minority women prevents them from 
reading the content of certificates issued in Vietnamese language. Meetings of the Women’s 
Union deal with issues like better childcare and improved access to credit but never with land 
allocation and forest management. 
 
This implies that the inclusion of women in land and forest allocation processes has to be 
given a much higher priority. While female-headed households should receive certified and 
secure land use rights like their male counterparts (which is still the exception rather than the 
rule), the allocation of individual land use rights to married women would not necessarily 
reflect the reality of family structures in many ethnic groups of Vietnam where husband and 
wife share the field work on the family fields and a certain level of joint decision-making is 

                                                 
8 For a more comprehensive discussion on gender relations in land tenure we refer to the GTZ 

publication Göler von Ravensburg & Jacobsen (1999) Gender responsive land tenure development. 
GTZ, Eschborn. 
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common9. Local cadastral officers, however, should make use of the possibility provided by 
the land law to include the name of the wife in the land use certificates issued to individual 
households. Without a clear legal status as regards land rights, widows or divorced women 
would face expulsion from their former husbands’ family under customary law. Beside the 
ethical and social dimension, this has also implications for resource conservation. If women‘s 
social security is jeopardised, their engagement in long-term investments, such as tree 
planting and tree protection, will be limited. 
 
Development agencies and international donors should support emerging initiatives in the 
recipient countries such as the Technical Working Group on Gender Issues of the 
Vietnamese Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development whose objective is to raise 
awareness of gender issues among policy-makers and local cadastral staff. 
 
 
6.2 Decentralising forest management – balancing state authority and local 

autonomy 
 
While the principle of subsidiarity – assigning management authority to the lowest 
appropriate administrative level - is today widely recognised in the international debate on 
natural resource management, the difficulty remains to find the right level of decentralisation. 
Policy-makers in natural resource management face the difficult choice between allocating 
forest land to individual households or building on whole communities in the various 
community forestry approaches. 
 
 
6.2.1 Allocation of forest land to farm households – promising approach or 

adventure with unknown risks? 
 
The approach of Vietnam in large-scale privatisation of forest land is rather unique in 
mainland Southeast Asia. While privatisation of land tenure in Vietnam has been relatively 
successful in promoting the planting of perennial crops and commercial trees such as rubber, 
coffee and fruit trees, the prospects of individualised forest management are highly 
ambiguous. There is mounting evidence that privatisation of forest land can be a threat to 
functioning communal systems of resource management and makes indigenous groups 
more vulnerable to outside land speculators (Poffenberger (ed.) 1999). In Thailand, 
privatisation of land rights and issuing of forest land titles has resulted in land sales by 
resource-poor farmers and further encroachment into more remote forest areas. Protection 
contracts issued on an individual basis, as introduced in Vietnam in recent years, are 
financially unsustainable and in most cases proved inefficient. 
 
Private land rights do not seem to be the right way for a sustainable management and 
protection of natural, old-growth forests and large secondary forest areas. Customary use of 
non-timber forest products and extensive grazing in forests would be seriously threatened. 
However, private and individual tenure regimes to trees and forests may be an appropriate 
                                                 

9This is much different in many parts of Subsaharan Africa where women cultivate individual plots and 
make decisions on agricultural land use independent from the husband (e.g, Neef 1999). 
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policy option if small-scale forest plantations and industrial tree crops, especially in lowland 
areas and foothills, are to be established. 
 
In Vietnam, possibilities of allocating degraded forest areas (barren land) or unused waste 
land under individual contracts to farmers who are willing to invest in reforestation or 
afforestation are currently being explored under the 5 million ha programme. Allocation of 
barren land to individual farm households for forest regeneration, however, involves several 
risks that are not always taken into account by national policy makers and local cadastral 
staff. Barren and “unused” land often plays an important role in the agricultural production 
cycle, e.g. within rotational farming systems. It is also used for grazing or firewood collection 
by certain groups within communities, especially women. Those groups would loose their 
customary use rights if exclusive land use certificates would be extended to individual farm 
household.  
 
In view of the sometimes adverse effects of individual forest tenure, the Vietnamese 
government should carefully reconsider whether the large-scale individualisation of resource 
tenure complies with the country’s long-term strategies in the field of natural resource 
management. 
 
 
6.2.2 Communal forest management - beyond the community forestry rhetoric 
 
Community or social forestry has become a catchword in sustainable forest management. 
From the late 80s to the end of the 90s, millions of dollars were invested in Southeast Asian 
countries in social forestry, community forestry and sustainable forest management projects. 
However, ‘while community forestry rhetoric is increasingly a component of new initiatives 
financed by development agencies, the past effectiveness of such programs, both in forestry 
and human terms, has been disappointing’ (Poffenberger (ed.) 1999). 
 
According to Ostrom (1994) Adger et al. (1997) and Bruce (1999) the likelihood of successful 
management of community forests and, more generally, common property resources is high: 

• if the boundaries of the physical resource are clearly defined, 

• if the users are resident in the location of the resource (reduced enforcement costs), 

• if the users directly rely on the resource (e.g. indigenous people) 

• if the group is relatively small (strong self-control) and group members can participate in 
modifying rules of appropriation and provision, 

• if appropriation rules restricting time, place and quantity of the resource used are 
congruent with local conditions and provision rules requiring labour, materials, and 
money, 

• if enforceable sanctions for violators of common rules exist and all group members have 
access to low-cost local arenas to resolve conflicts, 

• if exogenous factors (e.g. in-migration, national policies) change relatively slowly. 
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Astonishingly, few authors emphasise the existence of an adequate legal framework on 
national level as an important prerequisite for successful community forestry approaches. 
 
As the case studies from Thailand’s Northeast in chapter 4.2 have shown there are both 
external and internal factors that put pressure on community-based management institutions. 
The major shortcomings of past and current community forestry programs have been the 
lack of community involvement in setting targets for forest protection, reforestation, and 
afforestation activities. These are still set by outsiders, i.e. forest services, national 
politicians, and development workers. A negotiation about forestry objectives between all 
stakeholders in forest management rarely takes place. Participation of local communities is 
primarily sought to achieve the objectives of national and regional planners, rather than to 
improve self-governance of natural resources. In many cases, participation is mainly a donor 
objective that may not fully be shared by the governments of countries implementing 
community forestry schemes. There may also be outright resistance to participation by 
powerful elites, private business and state institutions which are unwilling to devolve power to 
local communities. If local communities face powerful actors like state forest enterprises and 
private logging companies, enforcement of exclusive community rights in the absence of a 
legal framework is practically impossible. 
 
Many projects fail to recognise that local communities are not homogeneous, but consist of a 
diversity of groups and individuals who do not necessarily share the same interests. 
Communities may be strongly stratified by gender, social status, and ethnic origin. Local 
elites may dominate ‘local community participation’. Often, those people who depend most 
on forest resources (e.g. women) have the least power in decision making and the most 
limited access to the resources. As long as the most disadvantaged groups in local 
communities do not have legally recognised rights of access to forest and use of certain 
forest products, their engagement in forest protection, reforestation, and afforestation is 
unlikely. Community forestry projects can be a means to temporarily provide a certain tenure 
security. However, after termination of the project local communities have often experienced 
a set-back in resource rights and tenure security as project experience from northern 
Thailand suggests. 
 
It is therefore important that community forestry approaches supported by projects are based 
on or at least linked to local initiatives in the countries. One of these initiatives is the National 
Working Group on Community Forest Management in Vietnam established in 1998 by 
Vietnamese and foreign institutions and formally recognised by the Ministry of Agriculture 
and Rural Development in 1999. This working group aims at increasing awareness about 
community forestry management among national planners and decision-makers and at 
helping successful community forestry initiatives to gain legal recognition. Similar initiatives 
evolved in Thailand following the new constitution from 1997. An increased co-ordination of 
donors is needed to provide these initiatives with the necessary backstopping to convince 
national governments to work out a legal framework for community forestry. 
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6.3 Forest coalitions between local communities, the private sector and state 
agencies – making co-management of natural resources work 

 
 
As shown in chapters 3 and 4, very diverse groups of users are usually involved in both use 
and management of forests. Clashing interests often lead to conflicts, and the rules, laws, 
and agreements – both traditional and modern – that apply to the management of forests can 
also differ. Forest coalitions or co-management arrangement for natural resources are one 
way forward: involving all stakeholders at local level in decision-making related to the 
resources. Establishing co-management systems is a lengthy and dynamic process, based 
on negotiated agreement and transparent debates (Carter 1999). Co-management is based 
on the realisation that leaving forests to be owned, managed and protected by one single 
agency or institution is rarely efficient taking into account the multiple services and functions 
of forests and trees for individuals and communities (DFID 1999). Successful co-
management arrangements make use of each interest group‘s comparative advantage in 
forest management. 
 
 
6.3.1 Building partnerships with local communities 
 
The first step to a partnership with local communities is to acknowledge that local 
communities have certain comparative advantages in conserving and protecting forests on 
which they themselves rely most. Second, it is important to emphasise the need for 
disagregating forest-dependent groups according to their degree of forest dependence 
(Fisher et al. 1997, Byron & Arnold 1997). The typology should not be done by outsiders, but 
in close co-operation with the concerned communities. Tenurial arrangements have then to 
be adapted to the different types of forest-dependent groups. Table 8 presents different 
options for tenurial arrangements according to the degree of forest dependency of local 
communities. 
 
A major shortcoming of this typology is that within communities the degree of forest 
dependency might differ significantly between certain subgroups. Thus, a further 
differentiation of tenurial arrangements has to be made on the local level, based on studies 
of the existing tenure systems and the legitimacy of local institutions in regulating resource 
access and resource use. Involving those institutions in assessing alternative tenure 
arrangements is key to achieve successful forest management and to avoid future resource 
conflicts. 
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Table 8: Options for tenurial arrangements based on degree of forest dependency 

Typology based on the 
degree of forest 
dependency 

Characteristics 
and requirements 

Suggested tenurial 
arrangements 

Forests continue to be central to 
people‘s livelihood systems 

Local people are the 
principal stakeholders in 

the forest areas; meeting 

their needs have to be 
harmonised with the 

public services that 

forests provide 

Co-management arrangements 
with state forest services that 

clearly determine rights of local 

people to use tree products for 
their subsistence needs and 

exclude outsiders from 

encroachment 
Forest products play an important 

supplementary and safety net 

role 

Users need security of 

access to forest 

resources, but are often 
not the only direct users 

of forest and tree 

products 

Multi-stakeholder approaches 

defining primary and secondary 

rights of user groups according to 
their degree of reliance on forest 

products 

Forest and tree products play an 

important role but are more 

effectively supplied from non-
forest sources 

Management of trees 

tends to be directed 

towards innovative 
agroforestry systems 

providing direct benefits 

to the users 

Control and tenure need to be 

consistent with individual rather 

than communal forms of 
governance; private ownership 

and use rights on agricultural 

fields have to be secured by both 
national law and local 

arrangements 

Source: Based on Byron & Arnold 1997 

 
The main question in establishing co-management regimes for forests is the degree of 
devolution of forest management to local communities, i.e. to what extent should powerful 
political actors, such as forest agencies, release authority, power, and control of resources to 
less powerful actors at regional and local level. Transfer of control must be carefully 
considered as it can create conflicts at the local level and may give authority to groups or 
individuals with strong vested interests. The complete devolution of resource management 
as recommended by some NGOs would imply that local users are given full ownership rights 
on natural resources, including forests. Hence, they could do anything they wanted with their 
own forests including selling all wood or selling the land itself. 
 
The framework based on Agrawal & Ostrom (1999) and presented in the table below 
provides a useful base for decision-making in devolution of tenure rights to forest 
communities. The authors define a continuum of five property rights that are relevant for the 
use of common resources ranging from pure access rights to full ownership rights including 
the right of alienation, i.e. the rights to sell or lease rights in forest land. They argue that 
devolving the rights of management (associated with the rights of ‘authorised claimants‘) is a 
first crucial step in empowering local users and giving them an effective voice in managing 
resources in a sustainable way. When local users are entitled to establish their own rules on 
how to limit the ways a resource should be used, they are enabled to design tenurial 
arrangements that fit local conditions. They can assign rights to different subgroups of the 



Chapter 6 

 

84

 

community, e.g., the rights of women to collect bamboo shoots for local markets or the rights 
of local healers to collect medicinal plants. Without these rights of management, local users 
can not consider where to establish nurseries, which technology should be used to collect 
non-timber products, and when to restrict grazing of cattle in the forest. 
 
Table 9: Decision-making in devolution of tenure rights to forest communities 

 
Right to enter a 

defined physical 

area and enjoy 

nonsubstractive 

benefits 

= Access 

Right to obtain 

resource units 

or products of  

a natural 

resource 

system  

= Withdrawal 

Right to regulate 

internal use 

patterns and 

transform the 

resource by 

making 

improvements 

= Management 

Right to 

determine who 

will have an 

access right 

and how that 

right may be 

transferred 

= Exclusion 

Right to 

transfer (sell 

or lease) 

management 

and exclusion 

rights 

= Alienation 

Authorised 
entrant x     

Authorised 
user 

x X    

Authorised 
Claimant x X x   

Proprietor x X x x  

Owner x X x x X 

Source: Agrawal & Ostrom 1999 

 
However, as long as the users of a forest resource do not have the right of exclusion, the 
resource can just as well be used, harvested or even depleted by other groups. Thus, they 
would have no motivation to conserve resources for the future. Therefore, policy makers 
should aim at a higher degree of devolution by empowering local communities as 
‘proprietors‘ which would include the rights to exclude others from the resource use who are 
not willing to contribute to the costs of management. This would create sufficient incentives 
to invest in protection of intact forests and regeneration of degraded resources (Agrawal & 
Ostrom 1999). 
 
A crucial problem, however, is how local users can gain enough confidence that their rights 
will not be taken away in the medium and long run. In countries like Thailand and Vietnam 
where forests and all other non-agricultural land were previously nationalised, this remains 
an important task for policy makers. 
 
 
6.3.2 Making the private sector conducive to sustainable forest management 
 
The history of land and forest policies in Thailand (section 3.2.1) and the case studies from 
northeastern Thailand presented in chapter 4.2 provide strong evidence that the private 
sector has played a highly ambiguous role in forest management and forest destruction. The 
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lucrative Eucalyptus business has been instrumental in undermining community rights and 
replacing “degraded” forests with large-scale plantations for paper and pulp. The new Thai 
constitution from 1997 with its emphasis on local democratisation and empowerment of 
grassroots organisations provides more political scope for action against unsustainable 
practices of private forest businesses. However, in boarder areas of mainland Southeast 
Asia, private business is still extending its influence and operating illegal logging in complicity 
with the military and local governments. 
 
Whether private forest enterprises can become partners in sustainable forest management 
depends mainly on the political will of national governments which have to set an appropriate 
framework for the scope and influence of the private sector in forest management. Forest 
certification under the scheme of the Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) could provide such a 
framework. This market-based policy instrument is currently mainly used to recognise 
ecologically and economically sustainable forest management. To date, it favours large-scale 
industrial enterprises which account for more than 80 percent of the current certified forest 
area worldwide (von Kruedener 2000). However, if the emphasis would be shifted to social 
sustainability, i.e. forest management by small-scale forest farms with long-term tenure 
security, it could become a powerful tool to integrate the private sector in a forest coalition for 
sustainable forest management. 
 
Current forest policy in Vietnam strongly emphasis individual households as the main agents 
of afforestation and reforestation as outlined in the guidelines of the 5 million ha program. 
The sustainability of the “forestry farm model” will depend much on future reforms of State 
Forest Enterprises which show a strong resilience to change and remain a powerful actor in 
forest management. 
 
 
6.3.3 Assigning new roles to the state and its agencies 
 
Proponents of community forestry approaches and local participation have often called for a 
complete drawback of state agencies in forest tenure and forest management. This extreme 
position does not take into account the contribution of state agencies to sustainable forest 
management nor does it emphasise the importance of forests in supplying public goods. 
Government agencies clearly do have a crucial role as stewards of national forests (DFID 
1999). As forestry is not the only use for the land and conversion into agricultural land may 
be more profitable in the short run, or even in the long run, communities can not be 
authorised to make land use decisions exclusively based on their own interests (Bruce 
1999). 
 
However, state forest agencies have to be placed in a new, but still important role. They 
should be no longer the sole executor, but become facilitators of a process encompassing all 
stakeholders (DFID 1999). Forest officers should give advice to local communities how to 
manage and protect forests effectively instead of controlling them like policemen. Institutional 
changes are required to make them local government agents more accountable to the local 
people than to provincial or district authorities. 
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An important role of the state remains the recognition of common property rights in forest and 
tree management under national law. New demands and growing conflicts on land and forest 
resources require long-term solutions by national laws and the codification of existing 
practices by legal authorities. What is needed is not a single recipe to cover the whole range 
of common property regimes and co-management systems. The following ‘menu‘ could be 
included in national law (adapted from Bruce 1999): 

• Constitutional protection for community forestry, and protection of rights to use trees 
under communal as well as individual tenure regimes. 

• Recognition of indigenous forms of managing forests under common property. 

• Recognition of co-management regimes by forest laws which allow shared management 
between forest agencies and local communities. 

• Authorisation of forest agencies to delegate control over forest resources to communities 
under contractual arrangements. 

• Recognition of ownership and use rights of women, in both individual and in common 
property arrangements, e.g. by contracting forest areas to women‘s forest management 
committees. 

 
The underlying principle of all interventions has to be that communities obtain as much 
security as can be afforded them, while the state should impose the necessary control to 
ensure that the land is kept under forest. 
 
 
6.4 Outlook 
 
6.4.1 Moving beyond sectoral approaches in resource tenure 
 
In general, agencies responsible for agricultural development and government forest 
services work independently from each other being assigned to different ministries. Co-
operation is rare or even non-existing. Agricultural policies and allocation of agricultural land 
are shaped distinctly from forest legislation and forest allocation. Successful natural resource 
management with the intention to involve all stakeholders calls for a holistic approach in 
agricultural, forest and environmental policies. Only if these policies are consistent and 
transparent, they can provide a basis for the sustainable use of agricultural land, trees and 
forests by multiple users. 
 
Harmonising agricultural and forest policies, however, will not be sufficient to reduce 
deforestation, induce tree planting and protect the remaining forests. As long as the growing 
rural population relies exclusively on agricultural land and forest resources for securing their 
livelihoods, prospects for sound natural resource management remain dim, no matter how 
tenure arrangements are shaped. The creation of off-farm opportunities in rural areas – 
whether in ecotourism, small-scale industries or other sectors - has to be given high priority 
in the countries’ agenda to absorb the abundant labour force and to release the pressure on 
forest and other natural resources. 
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6.4.2 Embedding national policies in the international context 
 
On an international level, the proposals of the Intergovernmental Panel on Forests (IPF) and 
its successor, the Intergovernmental Forum on Forests (IFF), concerning the formulation of 
National Forest Programmes (NFP) seem to enjoy significant consensus among partner 
countries on complex and politically sensitive issues related to sustainable forest 
management. However, strong discrepancies exist between international conventions and 
implementation of National Forest Programmes as the examples of Thailand and Vietnam 
show. Ambitious targets to increase the national forest cover are not reflected in the 
implementation of new tenure arrangements and consistent legal frameworks. Lacking 
political will, weak institutional capacities, financial constraints, and conflicting priorities are 
only a few factors for the resilience of national governments to adopt new policy approaches 
towards sustainable management of forest resources. 
 
The international donor community will have to build new alliances and better co-ordinate its 
initiatives and efforts to induce significant changes on the national level and enable recipient 
countries to meet their commitments in signing the Agenda 21 and related conventions. 
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ANNEX: GLOSSARY FOR TREE AND FOREST TENURE AND 
RELATED TERMS 

 

Afforestation. The planting of trees in previously non-forested areas. 

Agroforestry. Land use system in which woody perennials are used on the same land as 
agricultural crops or livestock in some form of spatial arrangement or temporal sequence. 

Carbon fixation;carbon sequestration. The conversion by plants, through photosynthesis, of 
atmospheric carbon dioxide into organic compounds. 

Closed forest. Forest in which the stand density is greater than 20 percent of the area and 
tree crowns approach general contact with one another. 

Commercial logging. Extraction of timber in large quantities for industrial or export markets. 

Common property. Tenure system whereby resources are collectively owned and managed 
and non-owners are excluded from access to the resources. 

Community forestry or social forestry. Involvement of local communities, groups and/or 
individual households in management, protection, and use of forest land. 

Conservation. Rational and prudent management of natural resources to achieve the 
greatest benefit while maintaining the Potential of the resource to meet future needs. 

Conversion forest. Forest assigned for conversion to agriculture or other non-forest use. 

Deforestation. The clearing of forests and the conversion of land to non-forest uses such as 
cropland or human settlement. 

Designated forest. Forest legally set aside for preservation or production.  

Environmental services. Beneficial functions performed by natural forest ecosystems, 
including the maintenance of biodiversity, protection of soil and water resources moderation 
of climate, influence on rainfall, sequestering of carbon dioxide, provision of habitat for 
wildlife, and maintenance of the earth's natural balance. 

Externality. A cost (or a benefit) of an economic activity by one party that is unintentionally 
imposed on (or received by) another party without compensation (or payment) and that leads 
to inefficiencies in competitive markets. 

Farm forestry. People-oriented forestry that is carried out on private farmlands. Related but 
not synonymous terms are agroforestry, community forestry, and social forestry. 

Forest certification. A means to assure consumers that wood products originate from 
sustainably managed forests. The certification process involves the evaluation of a 
landowner’s forestry practices by an independent third party according to strict environmental 
and socio-economic standards. 

Forest concession. A lease or contract for the extraction and use of forest resources within a 
specified time period. 

Forest decline. A term encompassing both deforestation and forest degradation. 
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Forest degradation. Biological, chemical, and physical processes that result in loss of the 
productive potential of natural resources in areas that remain classified as forests. 
Degradation may be permanent, although some forests may recover naturally or with human 
assistance. 

Forest-dependent people. Rural people who use forests for domestic purposes and as an 
integral part of their farming system. 

Forest fallow; bush fallow. Area dominated by woody vegetation after having been cleared 
and used for shifting cultivation. 

Forest-to-people ratio. The amount of forest area within a country available to each of its 
inhabitants (i.e. on a per capita basis) to supply the broad array of forest goods and services. 

Industrial plantation. Stands of trees raised for the production of industrial forest products. 

Industrial forestry. Industrial plantations and forest industry.  

Logging. The felling and extraction of trees from forest areas for uses such as construction 
wood and pulp. 

Market failure. A deviation from the conditions required for the efficient allocation of 
resources by a purely competitive market. 

Natural forest. Forest composed of indigenous tree species that is considered undisturbed by 
human influence. 

Non-wood products. Tangible minor forest products, such as fruit, nuts, mushrooms, and 
bushmeat. 

Open access. The absence of ownership claims over resources, permitting and leading to 
uncontrolled and excessive attempts at appropriation and use.  

Open forest. Forest in which the tree canopy layer is discontinuous but covers at least 10 
percent of the area and in which the grass layer is continuous.  

Other wooded area; woodland. Area that has some forest characteristics but does not meet 
the definition of forest given above. Includes areas occupied by windbreaks groups of trees, 
fallow land, and shrubland. 

Plantation forest. Forest established artificially on lands that did not previously contain forest 
(afforestation) or on lands that were previously forested (reforestation). 

Protection or preservation forest. Forest designated for total protection of representative 
forest ecosystems in which all forms of extraction are prohibited.  

Primary forest. Relatively intact forest that has been essentially unmodified by human activity 
for the past sixty to eighty years. 

Production forest. Forest designated for sustainable production of forest products. 

Protection forest. Forest designated for stabilization of mountain slopes, upland watersheds, 
fragile lands, reservoirs, and catchment areas. Controlled sustainable extraction of non-wood 
products may be allowed. 

Reforestation. The replacement of trees in cut-over forest areas. 
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Secondary forest. Forest that is subject to a light cycle of shifting cultivation or to various 
intensities of logging but that still contains indigenous trees and shrubs. 

Shifting cultivation. Farming system in which land is periodically cleared, farmed, and then 
returned to fallow; synonymous with slash-and-burn or swidden agriculture. 

Social forestry. Farm forestry and community forestry. 

Sustainable forest management. An eco-system oriented approach that allows the utilisation 
of forests for multiple purposes (e.g. biodiversity preservation, timber harvesting, non-wood 
products, soil and water conservation, tourism and recreation) without undermining their 
availability and quality for present and future generations. 

Swidden agriculture. Sometimes used as a synonym for shifting cultivation; other authors 
refer to swidden agriculture as a traditional, sustainable way of shifting cultivation, i.e. with 
long periods of fallow to restore soil fertility. 

Sources: Gardner-Outlaw & Engelman 1999, Poffenberger (ed.) 1999 

 

 
 


